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Socialist Alliance 

at the crossroads 


Liz Davies: no political 
differences brought the the 
executive 



T he next few months will be a test¬ 
ing time for the Socialist Alli¬ 
ance. With class militancy 
slowly recovering from more 
than two decades in the doldrums, the 
SA will face new challenges and its cred¬ 
ibility and ability to act will come under 
increased pressure. 

Will the Socialist Alliance pass the 
test? That is an open question. 

The national council meets on Satur¬ 
day December 14 to deal with the past 
and prepare for the future. The contin¬ 
ued fallout from the Liz Davies resigna¬ 
tion is on the agenda. Comrade Davies’s 
departure and the incidents around it are 
merely the surface manifestations of 
underlying political tensions and prob¬ 
lems within the alliance. Many of these 
issues were aired at the recent meeting 
of SA ‘independents’, where the ‘Liz 
Davies statement’ was first circulated. 
It is certainly a shame that comrade 
Davies never saw fit to raise these po¬ 
litical criticisms on the executive com¬ 
mittee of the Socialist Alliance itself. 

The firefighters’ dispute and other in¬ 
dustrial matters are also on the agenda. 
If we are able to use the period to trans¬ 
form ourselves into a fighting formation, 
we will be well placed to take good ad¬ 
vantage of any opening up of the class 
struggle. If we remain stagnant - just 
another ‘united front’ appendage of the 
Socialist Workers Party - then we are 
likely to fail the tests ahead. 

The partyist logic inherent in the very 
nature of the SA is being blocked. Even 
though national secretary Rob Hove- 
man says in relation to the party-like 
features of the S A, “If it walks like a duck 
and talks like a duck ...”, there is a mas¬ 
sive gulf between the current low-level 
unity and the Socialist Alliance party 
we need. As a result the SA remains 
becalmed. A few SWPers have ‘gone 
native’ and are partisans of the project. 
Others must dread going to SA meet¬ 
ings or even being reminded of its ex¬ 
istence. At the bottom of it all is the 
SWP’s cynical sect-building priorities 
and fear of the alliance’s potential. 

The SWP wrongly believes that it is 
the revolutionary party and, guided by 
the same misplaced claim, we see its in¬ 
ternational sections and clones behav¬ 
ing in a very worrying fashion. Eg, their 
Socialist Worker platform has fallen 
foul of the leadership of the Scottish So¬ 
cialist Patty, while their International So¬ 
cialist Organisation puts a block on the 
SA in Australia. Against this backdrop 
who can doubt that as presently con¬ 


stituted the SWP cannot take the So¬ 
cialist Alliance project forward. Hence 
we find it doggedly resisting calls from 
all sides to work towards the S A becom¬ 
ing a real party, rather than one that sim¬ 
ply appears once there is an election. 

The SWP perspective of feeding it¬ 
self with one, two, many united fronts 
was emphasised at its recent confer¬ 
ence. In essence, the SA “united front 
of a special kind” exists to trap old La¬ 
bourites who can in the course of time 
become recruits to the ‘real project’. So 
at present the SA exists mostly as an 
SWP electoral united front - but an in¬ 
effective one. The SA does not do the 
comprehensive political and program¬ 
matic work needed to build a serious 
electoral base. Rather than putting the 
S A at the centre of then' work SWP com¬ 
rades just go through the motions of the 
monthly meeting and the occasional 
stall (if you are lucky). But SWP com¬ 
rades in particular are under tremen¬ 
dous pressure. They are suffering from 
an excess of frontism. Overly stretched, 
they seem unable to involve themselves 
in any long-term strategic thinking. 

However, it would be foolish to lay all 
the blame at the door of the SWP. The 
failure to build successful support 
groups during the current firefighters' 
dispute is a symptom of the historical 
disunity of the left. Yet unilateral action 
by the SWP to attempt to instigate sup¬ 
port groups without consultation with 
or involvement of the alliance has left a 
sour taste in the mouth. And it is clear 
that in many cases the Fire Brigades 
Union has steered clear of anything 
smacking of yet another SWP front. 

So this national council is the begin¬ 
ning of a process of debate. Key for the 
Socialist Alliance is the struggle for 
higher unity. This can only take place 
through the transformation of SA 
branches into real, living units at the 
centre of comrades’ general political 
work and, crucially, through the estab¬ 
lishment of a regular, democratic politi¬ 
cal paper. Left Turn might be a sop 
delivered by the national office, but it 
could also be used as a beginning. 

If, on the other hand, the SWP lead¬ 
ership continues to run the SA as one 
of its many fronts, it will end up killing 
the project off • 

Marcus Strom 


www.socialistalliance.net 
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LETTERS 


Letters may have been 
shortened because of space. 
Some names may have been 
changed 


CPGB problems 

Due to recent tilings I have been think¬ 
ing over, I have found it increasingly dif¬ 
ficult to find a rapprochement where I can 
support your organisation without be¬ 
traying my principles. This does not 
mean I will not continue to read your lit¬ 
erature and attend your seminars: in fact 
quite the opposite. I would in fact like to 
know where comrades stand on the is¬ 
sues I wish to outline and whether or not 
they are irreconcilable with being a sup¬ 
porter of your organisation. 

On die left I will say that the CPGB ap¬ 
pears to have the closest thing to what 
can be termed as a dialectical, open and 
non-sectarian attitude, and it has a far 
healthier culture than do the sects (the 
SWP being the largest, while the sect I 


inist fomis of organisation I find in them¬ 
selves questionable. It is fair to say that 
minorities should not disrupt majority 
actions that have been voted upon. But 
I for one would find it politically dishon¬ 
est to attend a rally supporting a cause I 
did not believe in, holding up banners 
with slogans I severely disagree with 
(and go as far as to chant them ‘with 
enthusiasm', as Mark Fisher put it) and 
hand out literature to the working classes 
supporting these policies. This would be 
reminiscent of my campaigning in 2001 
for the Workers Power candidate in 
Greenwich at the behest of the IBT cen¬ 
tral committee, a position I disagreed with 
at the time. 

If Max Shachtman should not have 
been expelled from Cannon's US SWP, 
neither should Zinoviev and Kamenev 
have been threatened with expulsion 
from the Russian Bolshevik Party for 
publicly stating their misgivings about 
the October insurrection. Neither, for that 


simply the most famous and were the 
only ones publicly tried. 

Edmund West 

email 

Abuse of space 

John Hughes's ham-fisted arguments on 
age-of-consent issues deserves almost 
as much criticism as the Weekly Worker 
editorial board in terms of seeing fit to 
publish such ill thought out arguments 
in our paper (December 5). 

The Weekly Worker is unfortunately 
rare in developing open debate on the 
left and consequently attempting to seek 
the greater articulation of ideas and un¬ 
derstanding of all issues human. This 
surely needs to be the chief emphasis of 
our project - looking at concrete reality 
and attempting to chart a course for elimi¬ 
nating oppression and advancing hu¬ 
manity to its fullest potential. Surely then 
the role of the communist press should 


nity to know the leadership, organs and 
activists of the party. 

For more information on the congress, 
contact the WCPI on (0044) 9514 33386 
or (0044) 796 257020; or email 
moayad@ahmad.demob.co.uk or 
saya@patiicom.com 
Worker-Communist Party of Iraq 
London 

Jo’burg victory 

All charges against the 93 members of 
tiie Anti-Privatisation Forum affiliate, the 
Soldiers Forum (SF), have finally been 
dropped. This is a resounding victory 
against the South African state’s con¬ 
tinuing, and opportunistic, attempts to 
repress legitimate political dissent and to 
criminalise the actions of those who are 
struggling for socio-economic justice. 

When the SF members were arrested 
in mid-August for simply trying to make 
tlieir way to a protest march on parlia- 


pled opponents, the state then capitu¬ 
lated and dropped all charges. 

The APF and the SF have, from the 
beginning of this case, argued that it has 
been driven by a South African state in¬ 
tent on delegitimising and criminalising 
the struggles of those who seek to ex¬ 
pose and oppose its anti-people, neolib¬ 
eral policies that are having devastating 
consequences on workers and the poor. 

The victory of the SF provides full 
confirmation of the state’s vacuous, but 
dangerous, intentions. The APF and SF 
celebrate this small victory, but under¬ 
stand that many larger battles he ahead. 
We will never be cowed into submission 
but will redouble our efforts alongside an 
increasingly popular and broad front of 
workers and poor who are struggling for 
fundamental political and socio-eco¬ 
nomic changes in South African society 
and globally. 

Dale McKinley 
Johannesburg 


was a member of was far smaller with 
possibly an even more rigid structure). 
But the points I find problematic are as 
follows: 

1. My major interests are in the oppres¬ 
sion of women and other minority 
groups, along with the bulk of the work¬ 
ing class who remain wage slaves. While 
I am sure the CPGB too are motivated by 
these issues (or else they would not be 
communists), it often seems they are 
more interested in the internal wrangling 
of the left itself. This is somehow remi¬ 
niscent of the Spartacist/Intemational 
Bolshevik Tendency programme of ‘re¬ 
groupment’ - although one does not have 
to agree with everything the CPGB ma¬ 
jority say to take part, unlike the Sparts 
and their offshoots. 

2.1 have grave concerns with the policy 
itself of ‘democratic centralism’, as from 
my own and others' experience it is far 
too easily open to abuse and interpreta¬ 
tion as one sees fit. Joseph Stalin, for one, 
claimed that his CPSU practised it. Len- 
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matter, should the constituent assembly 
have been disbanded. I would say that 
generally speaking I agree with Rosa 
Luxemburg’s critique of Russian Bolshe¬ 
vism and democratic centralism. 

3. The Socialist Alliance is not and will 
never be a serious challenge to New la¬ 
bour. Its policies are being rejected by the 
working class, and it is nothing but an 
SWP electoral front, dominated by the 
SWP leadership. It cannot and will not 
change, and attempting to do so is the 
equivalent of an unrequited lover stay¬ 
ing in a hopeless relationship for 10 years 
in tiie hope that ‘s/he might change'. The 
resignation of Liz Davies has been a nail 
in its coffin, and for the CPGB to wish to 
make this grouping into a democratic 
centralist party dominated by the SWP 
will result in nothing but an enlarged 
SWP, with the same bureaucratic prac¬ 
tices. The Socialist Alliance is not a ve¬ 
hicle for change. It could have been, but 
by now it is clear which way tiie wind has 
blown. 

4. I have a further problem with the 
CPGB's relationship with the Alliance for 
Workers’ Liberty. They are a rightwing, 
Zionist, slanderous, Shachtmanite ver¬ 
sion of the Sparts, who the CPGB seem 
to find no problem in having as bedfel¬ 
lows. 

LizHoskings 

email 

And proud of it 

It’s really incredible that there are still 
people like you who stubbornly hold out 
against all the evidence, which shows 
Leninism and Stalinism to be one and the 
same. Most people who consider this to 
be the case are either anti-Marxists or 
Stalinists -1 am a Stalinist. 

It is true that Lenin quarrelled with Stalin 
and wanted him demoted, but the same 
can be said of nearly all his colleagues. 
There was an angry break between Lenin 
and Trotsky for many years up until 
August 1917, when Trotsky joined the 
Bolsheviks only because he said they 
had become less Bolshevik! 

Lenin threatened (quite rightly) 
Zinoviev and Kamenev with expulsion 
from the party when they revealed the 
date of the armed insurrection to the capi¬ 
talist press. He also quarrelled with 
Tomsky, Shliapnikov and Kollontai dur¬ 
ing the hade unions dispute, so the fric¬ 
tion between Lenin and Stalin wasn’t 
that unique. That’s one reason why there 
was so much reluctance to publish Jen¬ 
in’s testament - it criticised everyone to a 
certain extent! 

Another thing always pointed out by 
you Trotskyites is that Stalin destroyed 
the old Bolsheviks during the purges. 
We now know that this is an exaggera¬ 
tion. New evidence from the archives 
shows that most of the victims of the 
purges were those who joined the party 
during the NEP: ie, rightists who had 
opposed the five-year plans. The reason 
it was supposed that the old Bolsheviks 
were the main victims was that they were 


be to formulate ideas and constantly up¬ 
date and enrich our programme. 

But is the communist press therefore 
duty-bound to give space to all shades 
of opinion on every issue? Doubtless, 
sifting through the diarrhoea of the new 
technological age, we can find countless 
circulars from every assorted crackpot, 
lunatic fringe element, from the Flat Earth 
Society to Christian Scientology. On the 
issue in question - the emphasis on the 
imagined potential consensual sexual 
relationship between adults and under- 
11s hardly show John's arguments as 
containing any credibility, let alone co¬ 
herence. 

The Weekly Worker has correctly 
stated that the paper is not a notice board, 
but a forum for developing every critical 
question facing us today. Why therefore 
publish such ill-thought verbiage as com¬ 
ing from our Hull writer? The subject of 
sexuality and its development - especially 
in the context of children - is one that is 
quite correctly a sensitive one and de¬ 
manding respect and arguments that are 
thought out and argued rationally and 
sensitively. Perhaps our paper wants to 
start a discussion on this issue? I look 
forward to tiie PCC and the rest of the 
CPGB organisation and the wider work¬ 
ers’ movement discussing this question. 

However, I feel that in reality the letter 
was a filler and will do nothing but en¬ 
courage the usual hysterical and rabid 
leftwing opponents of free debate and 
human freedom. Alas they will have 
ammunition, as we casually toy with the 
whimsical and inane ideas that do more 
to rally oppression than to slay it. 
Lawrie Coombs 
Stockton-on-Tees 

Changing Beds 

I have now read two accounts in your 
paper of the dispute in Bedfordshire 
Socialist Alliance, both of which came 
from supporters of a body purporting to 
be called the Democratic and Republican 
Platform. 

Since neither denies the essential facts 
of tiie case, we can assume them to be 
true - the Bedfordshire Socialist Alliance 
changed its treasurer and the incumbent 
refused to allow the handover of bank 
accounts and so forth to the new post¬ 
holder. Perhaps there ought to be 
changes in Bedfordshire - but they need 
to start with tiie name of this so-called 
democratic platform. 

Geoff Collier 
Hull 

WCPI congress 

The second congress of the Worker- 
Communist Party of Iraq will be held 
publicly in December 2002. Participation 
is open for all and participants can attend 
as observers. Media coverage is allowed. 

It is unprecedented in Iraqi society that 
a party holds its congress, the highest 
organ for decision-making, in public. In 
this way, it gives the public an opportu- 


ment, they were held in prison for nearly 
one month and faced ludicrous charges 
of assault, public violence and trespass¬ 
ing. While in prison, these brave com¬ 
rades were subjected to repeated 
physical attacks by police authorities, 
including being sprayed with teargas, 
baton beatings and being shot at with 
rubber bullets. Throughout, the SF mem¬ 
bers maintained their principled stand of 
the right to freedom of expression and 
assembly and refused to bow to the 
state’s attempts at crass intimidation and 
victimisation. 

Even after their release from prison, the 
SF members continued to face onerous 
bail conditions and harassment by state 
forces. After one postponement in No¬ 
vember, the state then attempted to save 
a case that was, from the start, purely 
driven by political motivations, by offer¬ 
ing the SF members a deal - the accept¬ 
ance of an admission-of-guilt fine. All SF 
members refused to be bought off by this 
opportunistic move. When their case 
resumed this week, they indicated that 
they were wilting to fight the charges to 
the end. Faced with resilient and princi- 


DHKC arrests 

At 5.30am on the morning of December 
11 police raided the Irrndon information 
bureau of the DHKC (Turkish People’s 
Liberation Front). Two people were ar¬ 
rested - at least one of them is being held 
at Paddington Green. 

More people were picked up at their 
home addresses at 7am. One of the de¬ 
tainees was held on suspicion of of¬ 
fences under sections 11, 12 and 15 of 
tiie Terrorism Act 2000 - membership of 
a proscribed organisation, support for a 
proscribed organisation and raising fi¬ 
nances for the purposes of terrorism. 

People Against the Terrorism Act de¬ 
mand the immediate release of these de¬ 
tainees, and all others imprisoned under 
tiie Terrorism Act 2000 and interned un¬ 
der the Anti-Terrorism, Crime and Secu¬ 
rity Act 2001. We demand the repeal of 
these unjust laws, and an end to the rac¬ 
ist and divisive legislation, policies and 
rhetoric from the British state. 

People Against the Terrorism Act 
London 



Defend Council 
Housing 

Lobby of parliament, Wednesday 
January 29. 

Artists against the 
War 

Postcards - 50p each. 


seminars 

Sunday December 15, 5pm - 
‘Habermas's pseudo-Marxism', 
using Istvan Meszaros’s The 
power of ideology as a study 
guide. 

Special seminar: The 
origins of Christianity 

Sunday December 22, 5pm - special 
seminar: ‘The origins of Christian¬ 
ity', Speaker: Jack Conrad. 


artistsagainstthewar@hotmail.com 

• www.artistsagainstthewar.org.uk 

• wwwstopthewar.org 

NCADC greetings 
cards 

Campaigning greeting cards in 
solidarity with those facing 
deportation. Available in packs of 
10, with envelopes - £5 plus p&p. 
Send order to National Coalition of 
Anti-Deportation Campaigns, 400 
Cheetham Hill Road, Manchester 
M8 9LE. Cheques payable to 
NCADC. 


The CPGB has forms available for 
you to include the Party and the 
struggle for communism in your 
will. Write for details. 


To contact tiie Revolutionary 
Democratic Group email 
rdgroup @ yahoo .com 


www.cpgb.oig.uk/action 
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COMMUNIST PARTY 

Airing differences 


A CPGB day school for members 
and supporters in the North 
East was held in Middles¬ 
brough on Saturday Decem¬ 
ber 7. Because we felt we had not fully 
debated the idea of peaceful revolution, 
the day was structured around a pres¬ 
entation by Jack Conrad on this issue. 

The comrade was concerned to em¬ 
phasise that what he had been saying in 
the series of articles in the Weekly Worker 
and the recent London school was not 
that controversial - clearly we would all 
prefer a peaceful revolution to a bloody 
one. Misunderstandings on this ques¬ 
tion were linked to a misinterpretation of 
the term ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’, 
which had led to a whole range of ill- 
thought out formulations and terrible 
practices on the left. 

Clearly we have to be critical of those 
Bolsheviks who made a virtue out of 
necessity during the period of the civil 
war, but we must remember that Octo¬ 
ber 1917 in Petrograd was in essence a 
peaceful revolution. Fundamentally the 
violence of the civil war was the vio¬ 
lence of the counterrevolution rather 
than the revolution itself and we should 
not use the template of ‘bloody revolu¬ 
tion’ as our guide to practice for future 
Octobers. 

Lawrie Coombs pointed out that the 
organised left with its outdated methods 
of thinking about these questions was 


not the vanguard of the class, but its rear¬ 
guard. The left displays an inability to get 
to grips with the nature of the Soviet ex¬ 
perience because it is working things 
through with tired old formulations 
which accept every dot and comma of 
the Leninist corpus. Richard Bayley, a 
supporter of the AWL, argued, along 
with Jack Conrad, that, the longer capi¬ 
talism continues, the easier it will be for 
the working class to emancipate itself 
peacefully. 

John Pearson believed that this vision 
of peaceful revolution was clearly 
flawed. Rather than new class recompo¬ 
sitions and globalisation signalling the 
communist future invading the present, 
comrade Pearson could only see the 
signals of distress of a class on its way 
to shipwreck. The power of the work¬ 
ing class was not increasing objectively, 
but degenerating. The old industrial 
working class had immense power - a 
power that has largely disappeared. The 
more capitalism sustains itself, the more 
difficult our task will be, because capi¬ 
talism is decadent and is sliding towards 
barbarism. 

The second session of the day was 
concerned with party organisation. 
Martyn Hudson led off a discussion on 
our tasks in the region. There are very 
real political differences amongst the 
branches up here and between those 
branches and the centre in London. 


There is often a lack of trust between 
the centre and the periphery of the party 
- largely because the kinds of politics 
fought for and won amongst the London 
comrades have not been won up here. 
Some of the north-east comrades have 
specific problems with the history of the 
organisation and its relationship to the 
SA and other groups. Others, particularly 
John Pearson in Manchester, are dis¬ 
turbed about the question of democratic 
centralism within the party and what is 
perceived as the social democratic route 
of the ‘peaceful revolution’ debate. 
Newer supporters of the party feel that 
our consistent rejection of economism 
leads to an deflection away from indus¬ 
trial work. 

A vigorous debate ensued and the 
‘Leeds incident’ was talked about in 
some depth, as well as problems relating 
to the Socialist Alliances in Tyneside and 
Teesside, where, for very different rea¬ 
sons, it is difficult for the CPGB to inter¬ 
vene efficiently. 

For those of us in the North East, the 
day was an important one in the devel¬ 
opment of our politics. Whatever spe¬ 
cific criticisms we might have of this and 
that part of the programme or the way we 
structure debates and so on, the school 
reaffirmed to us all the importance of frank 
and open debate in a unified 
organisation • 

Martyn Hudson 


STOP THE WAR COALITION 



National conference Saturday 
January 11,10am-5pm, Camden Centre, 
Judd Street (opposite Kings Cross 
station), London. 

Each local STWC: up to four del¬ 
egates. Each affiliated organisation 
(less than 1,000 members): two 
representatives; between 1,000 and 
10,000: foui" more than 10,000: six. 
Individuals paying standing order 
may also be delegates. Supporters 
welcome to attend without speaking/ 
voting rights. Please let the office 
know who your delegates are, or if 
you wish to attend as an individual, 
by December 2. 

Motions (one per organisation) and 
nominations for steering committee 
must be received at STWC office by 
December 2. Registration: £5 waged; 
£3 unwaged, payable on the day. 

Stop the War Coalition, PO Box 3739, 
London, E5 8EJ; 
office @ stopwar.org.uk; 


www.stopwar.org.uk; 020 7053 2155/ 
2156. 

Mass weapons inspection 

Demonstration against arrival of US 
Stealth bombers at Fairford air base, 
Saturday December 14. 12 noon, 
Fairford, near Swindon, Gloucester. 
Coach from Bristol: Leaving Anchor 
Road (behind Watershed complex), 
10am. £10 waged; £4 unwaged. 
Available from Greenleaf Books, 82 


Colston Street, BS1 5BB. 

Organised by Bristol Stop the War 
Coalition, james@venables.plus.com; 
www.gwi.org.uk 

Regional rally Saturday January 18, 
Bradford. 

Organised by Yorkshire CND and Brad¬ 
ford Stop the War Coalition. 

Yorkshire CND: 01274 730795; 07818 
411823; 22 Edmund Street, Bradford, BD5 
0BH 


Bookshop Libel Fund 

Defend Housmans and Bookmarks - two bookshops facing a poten¬ 
tially ruinous libel case for stocking the anti-fascist magazine Search¬ 
light. Send donations, payable to ‘Bookshop Libel Fund’, to: Housmans, 
5 Caledonian Road, London N19DX; or Bookmarks, 1 Bloomsbury 
Street, London WC1B 3QE. 


Call for Socialist 
Alliance paper 

An appeal for a regular Socialist Alliance 
newspaper has been launched by three leading 
members, Dave Church, Marcus Strom and 
Martin Thomas. To add your name to the 
appeal please email your support to: 
marcus.strom@ntlworld.com 

We, the undersigned, believe that the Socialist Alliance must 
launch a regular, campaigning newspaper as an urgent prior¬ 
ity. This publication should: 

• Fight to build the agreed actions of theSodalist Alliance, main¬ 
tain our public profile between elections and give news, analy¬ 
sis and practical guidance to our activists on the ground. 

• Reflect the diversity of views in our alliance. A Socialist Alli¬ 
ance paper must have space for the open exchange of ideas, 
for comradely polemic and the presentation of minority views. 
Wherever possible, we should afford the right of reply in our 
paper. 

• Strike a balance between agitation and propaganda in its 
pages. Working class readers should not be patronised ortalked 
down to. Our paper must carry longer theoretical pieces, as well 
as snappy, factual, socialist reportage. 

If the majority of the SA continues to block an official publi¬ 
cation, the minority should fight for the launch of an unofficial 
paper. 


Additional 

signatories 

Nicola Bent (Lambeth) 

Janine Booth (Hackney) 
Danny Bowles (Neath & Port 
Talbot) 

John Bridge (Camden) 

Alison Brown (Sheffield) 
James Bull (Teesside) 

Peter Burton (SSP) 

Matthew Caygill (Leeds) 

Jane Clarke (Bedfordshire) 
Steve Cooke (Teesside) 
Lawrie Coombs (Teesside) 
Tim Cooper (Nottingham) 
Chris Croome (Teesside) 
James Cunningham (South 
Birmingham) 

Mathew Danaher (Southamp¬ 
ton) 

Mervyn Davies (Colchester) 
Ian Donovan (Southwark) 
Arthur Downs (former mayor. 
Tower Hamlets) 

Jim Drysdale 
Laura Duval (Bedfordshire) 
Pete Edwards (Bedfordshire) 
Mark Ferguson (Bedfordshire) 
Alf Filer (Brent) 

Janice Fowler (Southwark) 
Steve Freeman (Bedfordshire) 
Ray Gaston (Leeds steering 
committee) 

Darrell Goodliffe (Cambridge¬ 
shire) 

Andy Gunton (Lambeth) 

Billy Hodson (Teesside) 


Chris Jones (chair, Merseyside) 
Eryk Karas (Bedfordshire) 

Sarah Lawlor (Bedfordshire) 
Terry Liddle (treasurer, Greenwich) 
Ron Lynn (Lambeth) 

Lesley Mahmood (executive 
committee, coordinator Mersey¬ 
side) 

Rob Marsden (Leicester) 

Laurie McCauley (North 
Yorkshire) 

Anne Me Shane (chair, Hackney) 
Sam Metcalf (Nottingham) 

Duncan Morrison (Lewisham) 
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SCOTTISH SOCIALIST PARTY 


Falling out in Scotland 


In the run-up to the pivotal Holyrood elections in May 2003 
relations between the Scottish Socialist Party’s leadership and 
the Socialist Worker platform are becoming ever more 
strained. The SSP hopes to win between five and eight MSPs. 

This bloc would be quite prepared to support a minority 
Scottish National Party government as part of the Allan Green- 
Alan McCombes-Tommy Sheridan ‘tartan revolution’, which 
begins with the breakaway of Scotland from the United 
Kingdom. 


Under such delicate circumstances discipline must be 
imposed upon the SSP’s factions. Hence the Allan Green 
letter. 

Parallel to that, the SW platform must carry out the wishes 
of Chris Bambery and Alex Callinicos in London. The last SWP 
conference rubber-stamped the downgrading of unity projects 
such as the Socialist Alliance and the SSP. The emphasis is on 
narrow sect-building and united front transmission belts. Hence 
the SW platform is obliged to put recruitment to its own 


shrinking ranks above the wider interests of the SSP and its 
national socialist project. Of course, instead of ideologically 
combating nationalism the SW platform is far more comfort¬ 
able with strikes and everyday economic questions. 

Nevertheless, the fact that the SW platform has to pretend 
in its altogether very poorly argued reply that the SWP’s ‘rank 
and file’ Red Watch is unattached to any party only goes to 
show how deeply they have dug themselves into a sectarian 
hole • 


LETTER TO THE SOCIALIST WORKER PLATFORM 
1TOIM1 THE SSP EEEGlfTM tmmiwmE 

Serious concerns 


I t has always been a trademark of the 
SSP, and before its foundation the 
Scottish Socialist Alliance, that we 
have been able to bring together social¬ 
ists from different traditions into a united 
party. This unity has not come naturally 
to the left. It involved socialists and so¬ 
cialist organisations making a determined 
and sustained effort over several years 
to work towards achieving and maintain¬ 
ing unity. 

The party has been pleased to even¬ 
tually welcome the Socialist Worker plat¬ 
form into its ranks. There is no doubting 
the energy, experience and commitment 
that the comrades from the SW platfonn 
have brought to the party. 

On every big issue there has been 
agreement on core principles - from tak¬ 
ing a clear anti-imperialist position on 
anti-war activities to the importance of 
solidarity with the FBU. Of course, there 
are differences over tactics and empha¬ 
sis, but these are the sort of discussions 
that should be easily accommodated in 
an open, democratic and pluralist party 
like the SSP. 

Given that the Socialist Workers Party 
was consistently hostile to this unity 
project until shortly before the SWP 
members in Scotland joined the party, we 
have always been aware of the potential 
difficulties maintaining such a spirit of 
unity. This is why a set of guidelines was 
agreed on how the SW platfonn should 
operate within the party. It is, therefore, 
with deep disappointment that we are 
now forced into a position where we have 
to write to express our serious concerns 
over the ongoing activities of the SW 
platfonn. 

Build-up to the 
current problems 

The SSP has been aware that the SW 
platform did not have prior experience 
in working in a unified manner with oth¬ 
ers on the left. Likewise much of the SSP 
had little or no experience of working 
with the SWP. It was always anticipated 
that there would be teething problems - 
and there were. However, there was the 
political goodwill all round to discuss 
the problems and to work to overcome 
them. 

Now, more than 18 months after the 
SWP joined the party in Scotland, the 
problems are of a different order. The 
SW platform steering committee now 
knows that it will considerably raise ten¬ 
sions in the party if it bypasses party 
structures and launches independent 
initiatives linked to the SWP in England 
and Wales. 

In October, at the request of the SSP 
executive, there was an informal meeting 
between representatives of the SSP ex¬ 
ecutive and the SW platform steering 
committee. This took place after in¬ 
creased tensions in the party over the 
nature of SW platfonn activity over the 
summer. The SSP EC was concerned that 
the SW platform had been operating 


outwith the spirit of the unity agreement. 
We believed this was confirmed by the 
tone and approach taken in SW Platfonn 
Notes distributed to its members. 

After the informal discussion, it was 
then reported to the October EC that 
there was a possibility that the SW plat¬ 
form would now work in closer coopera¬ 
tion with the rest of the party in the 
build-up to the May elections. Unfortu¬ 
nately, this has not happened. 

Background importance 
of the FBU struggle 

The firefighters’ strike is the most signifi¬ 
cant national trade union struggle since 
the miners' strike. The stakes are huge in 
terms of the wider class struggle. It is clear 
that the government wants to dampen 
down general expectations over public 
sector pay, pave the way for further pri¬ 
vatisations and take on and smash one 
of the most organised and determined 
trade unions in the country. 

The New Labour government has it¬ 
self politicised the strike by declaring the 
dispute as a litmus test for the entire public 
sector. Simpson’s reference to the fire¬ 
fighters as fascists and Raynsford’s de¬ 
scription of them as criminals are just the 
more colourful expressions of New La¬ 
bour’s determination to crush the trade 
unions. 

The SSP has been at the forefront of 
organising support for the firefighters. 
We have agreed with the FBU in Scot¬ 
land a comprehensive range of solidar¬ 
ity activities that the party should be 
involved with, building support in work¬ 
places, trade unions, communities and 
support groups. We have supported 
FBU activities and rallies and also held 
impressive SSP rallies (for example, 
around 250 attended the SSP solidarity 
rally in Partick Burgh Halls). 

The trust and respect that the rank and 
file firefighters and the FBU leadership 
in Scotland have for the SSP is clear. The 
FBU have invited Tommy Sheridan onto 
their public platforms, have publicly spo¬ 
ken warmly of the SSP and are happy to 
speak at SSP meetings. 

Indeed, the question of the trade un¬ 
ions breaking the Labour-union link has 
been explicitly raised from the platform 
of their national rally. FBU Scottish offi¬ 
cials have been openly speculating in the 
media that, due to rank and file pressure, 
the FBU could ditch its links with Labour 
and support the SSP. This dispute, in 
addition to being crucial in immediate 
terms, has huge longer-term significance 
for trade unionists and trade unions 
drawing lessons about the role of the 
New Labour Party and the need for a 
clear socialist alternative. 

At times like this it is crucial that the 
party takes the opportunity to discuss 
its solidarity role, comes to a clear posi¬ 
tion on what should be done and then 
operates in a serious, determined, coor¬ 
dinated and united manner. The SSP has 
always been proud of its record as a 


class-struggle combat party that has 
open discussion then unites together 
in the struggle. 

SW platform launches 
independent initiatives 

The S W platfonn will certainly agree with 
the rest of the party on the importance of 
this dispute. The SW platform has also 
agreed a set of guidelines ... which indi¬ 
cates how unity of the SW platform and 
the rest of the party can best be achieved. 
The SW platform participated in the SSP 
national council where the party’s soli¬ 
darity role with the firefighters was agreed 
without any opposition. On the surface 
then there should be little room for con¬ 
fusion and division over the solidarity 
work of the party as a whole, including 
the SW platform. 

However, in practice, independently of 
the SSP, the SW platform steering com¬ 
mittee has been organising its own par¬ 
allel intervention around the FBU strike. 
The SW platform has been organising 
around the Red Watch paper in street 
activity, public rallies, fire station pickets 
and ongoing communications with indi¬ 
vidual firefighters. This has usually been 
at the expense of the intervention around 
the party paper and the SSP bulletin, the 
Firefighters Voice. The SW platform 
basically is organising and coordinating 
activity as if it is a separate party and one 
in competition with the SSP. 

SWP (England and Wales) 
discussed and planned the 
use of Red Watch - so why 
were the SSP membership 
denied the opportunity? 

The SW platform did not even make an 
attempt to first engage in a discussion with 
the rest of the party over the use of Red 
Watch. At the November 17 national coun¬ 
cil, papers from SSP industrial organiser 
Richie Venton, outlining the solidarity role 
of the party, were passed unanimously. 
Yet, the SW platform did not seek support 
through party structures where it is repre¬ 
sented - branches, trade union committee, 
national council and executive committee 
- that the SSP should publicly promote Red 
Watch. Party members have instead 
turned up to public events to discover 
that the SW platform is not working with 
the rest of the party, but is working on a 
line of its own. 

SW platform members did take part in 
a recent session of the SWP (England 
and Wales) annual conference where 
Red Watch was discussed and promoted 
as part of the industrial strategy of the 
SWP in England and Wales. 

All the SSP knew about Red Watch, 
through having an observer at the SWP 
conference in London, prior to the SW 
platfonn publicly distributing it in Scot¬ 
land, was that it was one of several pa¬ 
pers promoted by the SWP at their annual 
conference. As well as Red Watch there 
is The Class Issue (for teachers). The 
Post Worker, The Health Worker, Civil 
Unrest (civil servants), etc. 

Even where there is agreement on what 
to do around the firefighters’ strike, there 
have been difficulties. For example, the 
SSP is for building support groups. The 
recent NC agreed that there should be 
support groups, coordinated on a city¬ 
wide basis when appropriate. Even here, 
SW platfonn comrades have been cen¬ 
trally involved in setting up localised 


support groups, without the coordina¬ 
tion agreed at the NC and, incredibly, 
sometimes without even prior discussion 
with the appropriate SSP branch organ¬ 
isers. These actions breed confusion and 
are unnecessarily divisive. 

Why there should have been 
prior discussion in the party 

With regard to Red Watch, there are sev¬ 
eral points that are valid questions for 
discussion within the SSP prior to its 
launch. 

Red Watch is a declared rank and file 
firefighters’ paper. But it does not repre¬ 
sent an already existing organised left cur¬ 
rent within the FBU. SSP members of the 
FBU were not approached about it prior 
to it being sold by SW platform members 
(who by and large are not members of the 
FBU). This is a very serious point: why 
make no effort whatsoever to consult 
with SSP firefighters before deciding how 
to build a rank and file movement in Scot¬ 
land? Does the SW platform really be¬ 
lieve that the line on Red Watch agreed 
by the SWP conference in England au¬ 
tomatically takes precedence over the 
opinions of other party members and fire¬ 
fighters in Scotland? 

The party has a clear position around 
solidarity with the FBU in Scotland. The 
SSP must always be willing to put its own 
position and be willing, if necessary, to 
criticise any trade union leadership. But 
we must bear in mind that Tony Blair and 
the Labour government have launched 
a direct attack on the entire FBU, includ¬ 
ing its leadership, which it describes as 
Scargillite. Compared to many other trade 
union leaderships, the FBU leadership in 
Scotland have a tremendous record on a 
wide range of trade union and wider po¬ 
litical issues (eg, support for Scottish 
Campaign against Privatisation, Anti- 
Nazi League, Chhokar Family Justice 
Campaign, etc). 

In these concrete circumstances, our 
emphasis is not to build a left opposition 
inside the FBU to its leadership in Scot¬ 
land. Therefore, why should party mem¬ 
bers who are not even FBU members be 
making their main intervention selling Red 
Watch rather then distributing the SSP’s 
own Firefighters Voice (which is openly 
the bulletin of the SSP)? At the very least 
this is a point that the SW platform com¬ 
rades should have been willing to raise 
and discuss. 

The SWP in England and Wales ap¬ 
pears, in its approach to the firefighters’ 
dispute, to be underestimating the oppor- 
nmity of building the Socialist Alliance. 
The Socialist Alliance has some good 
leaflets and posters but, as will be con¬ 
firmed by a quick glance through the 
Socialist Worker paper, the main empha¬ 
sis of the SWP is certainly not on work¬ 
ing through the Socialist Alliance. 

Conclusions on the SW 
platform actions in the 
firefighters dispute 

O The SW platfonn does not appear to 
be willing to work in a unified manner 
along the lines agreed in the guidelines. 
O The SW platform has ensured that 
there has been no possibility of a united 
SSP intervention in a dispute as impor¬ 
tant as the current firefighters’ strikes. 
This is unhelpful to building effective soli¬ 
darity. 

• The SW platform by its action clearly 


believes that the line of the SWP in Eng¬ 
land and Wales should be implemented 
in Scotland. So why not try to convince 
the rest of the party? Perhaps the SW plat¬ 
form is not confident that this line would 
stand up to scrutiny within the SSP? 
Maybe the SW platform is more con¬ 
cerned about getting a few more people 
persuaded about then fine (and recruited 
to the SW platform) rather than trying to 
influence the party as a whole? 

• The SW platfonn appears to deliber¬ 
ately bypass the structures of the SSP 
when it has doubts over whether the SSP 
will accept its position. 

• It as very difficult to avoid the conclu¬ 
sion that the SW platfomi is simply fol¬ 
lowing the position of the SWP in 
England and Wales as if it is still part of 
the" SWP. 

Breakdown of trust and 
growing friction within the 
party 

Different individuals and branches will 
have different experiences of the prob¬ 
lem. Many SW platform members on an 
individual basis continue to play a very 
positive role. 

The problems arise when the SW plat¬ 
form steering committee directs its mem¬ 
bers towards a particular line of work 
without reference to party strucnrres or 
agreed priorities. In some cases, this has 
led to a severe breakdown of trust and 
very difficult working relations within the 
party. The unhealthy atmosphere has a 
negative impact on party activity, as it 
encourages an unofficial division of la¬ 
bour, with the SW platform and other 
party members tending to concentrate on 
different campaigns. 

Branch members around the country 
have been noting, and often complain¬ 
ing of, SW platfonn comrades working 
to their own agenda without reference to 
the pally branch or priorities. SW plat¬ 
form members frequently organise meet¬ 
ings where the only SSP speakers are 
from the SW platfonn. More and more 
SSP members are being left with the im¬ 
pression that the SW platfonn is first and 
foremost interested in building itself and 
the initiatives it chooses to initiate. 

There is a real danger that at a time when 
the party is gearing up for an historic 
breakthrough in the Scottish elections in 
six months times, the actions of the SW 
platform, no matter their intention, are 
causing confusion, division and poor 
morale. 

The party is currently working to de¬ 
liver one million bulletins to Scottish 
households but, with a few heroic excep¬ 
tions, the SW platform does not appear 
to be throwing their weight behind this. 
At a time when it is more important than 
ever for the party to try to pull together 
and work in a systematic, coordinated 
maimer, the SW platform appears to be 
withdrawing cooperation with the rest of 
the party. 

Is the SW platform willing to 
think, discuss and act in a 
Scottish context or is it 
committed to routinely 
following the line of the SWP 
England and Wales? 

The unity project in Scotland has for¬ 
mally existed at least since 1995 and, 
through joint campaigning and socialist 
forums, the process was underway even 
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earlier. Through most of this time the 
SWP in Scotland was openly hostile to 
the unity process. It is ironic that the 
SWP in Scotland only became interested 
in joining the SSP after the SWP in Eng¬ 
land had some modest success, achiev¬ 
ing 1.6% of the vote across the city, 
working with the London Socialist Alli¬ 
ance at the assembly elections in 2000. 
With the SWP subsequently resolving 
to work through the Socialist Alliances 
in England in the build-up to the 2001 
Westminster election, the SWP finally 
agreed to respond to the SSP's unity ad¬ 
vances. Even then it was noteworthy that 
the unity discussions were conducted 
between representatives of the SSP EC 
and the SWP London-based leadership. 

There has always been a tendency for 
the SW platform comrades to want to 
work along the lines of the SWP in Eng¬ 
land and Wales. In many ways this is 
understandable. However, as the tactics 
of the SWP have started to diverge more 
and more away from prioritising building 
the Socialist Alliance in England towards 
the Stop the War Coalition, Globalise 
Resistance, Red Watch , etc, this has ob¬ 
viously posed a challenge to the S W plat¬ 
form. How does the SW platform adjust 
when they are part of a unified party in 
Scotland? 

In England and Wales, the SWP has 
developed a political line that says the 
Socialist Alliance is one united front (al¬ 
beit of a special kind) among many that 
the SWP will work through. We believe 
that this policy is mistaken and is partly 
responsible for the lack of development 
of the Socialist Alliance in England. 
There is a price to pay for the lack of a 
strong, unified socialist political force in 
England. 

In Scotland the SSP has established 
itself as the major radical force to the left 
of the pro-business parties, achieving in 
opinion polls over the last 18 months 
between 5% and 9% support nationally. 
The Socialist Alliance in England clearly 
does not have the same breadth and 
depth of support. 

In England, the Greens have been 
clearly outpolling the Socialist Alliance 
in most elections. Far more dangerous 
has been the rise in support of the nazi 
BNP in England, whilst in Scotland they 
are still very marginal and isolated .... 

Political direction of the SW 
platform’s international 
tendency 

The SW platform is part of an interna¬ 
tional tendency, the International Social¬ 
ist Tendency, with the main party being 
the SWP England and Wales. This inter¬ 
national tendency is well known for work¬ 
ing in similar ways in different countries. 
After the SWP decided to support the 
Socialist Alliances in England, this ap¬ 
proach was taken up in other countries. 
For example, the International Socialist 
Organisation in Australia supported the 
creation of a Socialist Alliance in Australia. 

However, with the SWP in England 
now appearing to rule out that the So¬ 
cialist Alliances should prepare for work¬ 
ing towards a unified pluralist party and 
instead concentrate on a range of united 
front tactical activity, there has been a 
noticeable shift internationally, and not 
just in Scotland. 

In Australia, the Democratic Socialist 
Party is the largest component of the SA. 
The DSP has proposed that it stops op¬ 
erating as a party and instead becomes a 
tendency inside the SA. DSP staff and 
resources would then, after discussion 
and agreement with the rest of the SA, 
be at the disposal of the SA. In some 
ways, although clearly not in an identi¬ 
cal situation, this could be compared to 
the approach of Scottish Militant La- 
bour/Intemational Socialist Movement 
at the time of the launch of the SSP. The 
Australian counterpart of the SW plat¬ 
form has responded by saying that if the 
DSP votes for this at their congress, they 
will pull out of the S A. Basically, it appears 
to be the case that they would prefer that 
the SA unity project be damaged rather 
than allow a deepening of the process. 

If the approach is typical of the think¬ 


ing inside the international tendency 
which the SW platform is part of, then 
this is a very worrying development for 
other socialists internationally, including 
the SSP. 

SWP constitutional position 

The S W platform steering committee may 
not be experienced in working in a plu¬ 
ralist party but it is well used to the argu¬ 
ments for the importance of a party 
uniting in the struggle. 

• The SWP England and Wales consti¬ 
tution states: “Permanent or secret fac¬ 
tions are not allowed.” Temporary 
factions are pennitted during pre-confer¬ 
ence debates, but even here their docu¬ 
ments “must be circulated through the 
national office”. 

• “The SWP is democratic centralist be¬ 
cause the revolutionary party must be a 
disciplined, activist, combat organisa¬ 
tion. It is democratic in reaching its deci¬ 
sions and centralist in carrying them 
out.” 

• ‘The lower bodies of the party are sub¬ 
ordinated to higher bodies and all are 
subordinate to the delegate conference.” 

• “A member is one who... works within 
and under the direction of the appropri¬ 
ate bodies of the organisation.” 

• “The branch structures ... direct the 
work of the branch and its members 
within the framework of national policy.” 

Therefore, there can be little doubt that 
the SW platform steering committee is 
well versed in the arguments in favour 
of unity in action. Indeed, the SWP Eng¬ 
land and Wales would simply expel any 
members who, without prior agreement 
within the SWP, organised campaigns on 
the political lines of another party. 

However, the SSP is an open, demo¬ 
cratic and inclusive party. We prefer to 
deal with problems politically rather than 
through bureaucratic expulsions. 

Summary 

In these circumstances, the SSP EC is 
formally asking for a written response 
from the SW platfonn steeling commit¬ 
tee to the following points: 

• Is the SW platform still committed to 
the long-term building of the SSP as a 
mass socialist party? 

• Does the SW platform accept that the 
SSP is a unified political party and not a 
united front (even one of a special kind)? 
If so, does the SW platform accept that 
there are then obligations on the SW 
platform to discuss issues through the 
SSP rather than automatically operating 
in the same way as the SWP in England 
does with the Socialist Alliance? 

• Does the SW platform agree to work 
according to the guidelines agreed by 
the SWP and SSP prior to the SW plat¬ 
form joining the party? 

• Does the SW platform agree that it is 
vital for the SSP to have a unified and 
coordinated campaign around issues 
such as solidarity with the firefighters? 
Will the SW platform agree to this? 

• Will the S W platform give an undertak¬ 
ing to discuss political issues (eg, the use 
of Red Watch) within the party and not 
simply launch initiatives in Scotland that 
have been decided by the SWP in Eng¬ 
land and Wales? 

At the Holyrood elections in six 
months, the party is poised to make an 
historic advance for socialism. This will 
be another huge step forward in our 
march towards the building of a mass 
party. The positive effects of a team of 
socialist MSPs being elected will be felt 
well beyond Scotland. 

We believe that the actions of the SW 
platform steering committee are disrup¬ 
tive, divisive and damaging. In the cur¬ 
rent period these actions are quite simply 
reckless. 

We hope that the S W platform will take 
this opportunity to carefully reflect on its 
actions and its relations with the rest of 
the party. We call on the SW platform to 
adopt an honest, open and constructive 
approach. We appeal to the SW platform 
to actively work for a united Scottish 
Socialist Party • 

Allan Green 
December 12002 


D ear Allan 

Your letter of December 1 is a 
serious complaint about the 
conduct of the S W platform. The S W 
platform has been accused of activities 
in relation to the firefighters’ strike, 
which supposedly result from our 
implementing the strategy of the 
SWP in England and Wales rather 
than that of the SSP. In particular, S W 
platform members are said to have 
promoted the rank and file paper Red 
Watch rather than SSP publications, 
to have built united front local support 
groups and meetings rather than SSP 
city-wide ones, and to have abstained 
from delivering the SSP election 
bulletin. You claim that, “The SW 
platform basically is organising and 
coordinating activity as if it is a 
separate party and one in competition 
with the SSP.” You also claim that 
“these actions breed confusion and 
are unnecessarily divisive”. 

None of this is true. The SW 
platform is entirely committed to 
building the SSP and to securing 
maximum representation in the 
Scottish parliament. We have not done 
anything that contradicts SSP policy. 
We have not done anything that 
contravenes SSP membership 
guidelines. We have not done anything 
that breaches the agreement that the 
SWP and SSP reached when SWP 
members joined the SSP in Scotland. 
We have not sold S W platform 
literature in public, nor have we used 
SSP public meetings to promote 
either our platform or the Interna¬ 
tional Socialist Tendency. 

We are therefore concerned that 
your letter is part of an attempt to 
portray S W platform members as not 
playing a full part in the build-up to the 
elections, and more seriously of 
undermining the unity of socialists in 
the SSP. SW platform members’ 
activities, along with other SSP 
comrades, over the period of the 
firefighters’ strike have been 
focussed on building both solidarity 
for the firefighters and support for the 
SSP. 

It would have been more in keeping 
with the dictates of natural justice had 
we been asked to provide evidence that 
this is not the case before you wrote 
your letter and presented it to the EC, 
or issued it to the email list. However, 
instead of inviting us to respond and 
then considering the evidence on both 
sides, you have taken it upon yourself 
to play the role of judge and jury in 
simply deciding that the accusations 
are true. When we hear of such 
practices in our trade unions or the 
Labour Party, socialists have rightly 
been the first to complain. 

Our attitude to the SSP is not, as 
you claim, to treat it as a kind of 
united front (even if one of a ‘special 
type’); it is to build the party as a 
political alternative to Labour in 
Scotland and as a space for socialist 
discussion and organisation. But we 
should be very clear at the same time 
that the alternative we seek to build is 
not only electoral. We do not counter¬ 
pose strike solidarity work to the 
election campaign. They all 
strengthen each other. The four-page 
SSP election broadsheet is good 
precisely because it addresses wider 
issues. 

It is the firefighters’ strike, 
however, which has brought a number 
of extremely important political issues 
- such as the difference between rank 
and file and broad left strategies and 
the proper relationship between 
socialists and the trade union bu¬ 
reaucracy - into sharp focus. But 
rather than open up debate on these 


issues, your paper, which you purport 
to have the backing of the EC, appears 
to be attempting to block off discus¬ 
sion by bureaucratic fiat In other 
words, any positions which are 
contrary to the views of the ‘majority’ 
will simply be dismissed as manifesta¬ 
tions of SW platform activity, and so 
discussion and debate can be avoided. 

But national conference is the 
sovereign policy-making body of the 
SSP, not the executive committee or 
the national council, whose role, as the 
constitution states, is to ‘implement’ 
conference policy. We do not feel our 
actions have contradicted in any way 
the spirit of building a new type of 
‘inclusive, pluralist party’. However, 
unfortunately, the behaviour and 
attitude of some SSP members have 
led to some of our platform comrades 
feeling alienated within the party. We 
would prefer differences of opinion to 
be solved by political discussion and 
debate, not hectoring, which some of 
our, in particular, younger comrades 
have experienced. 

The SSP’s sovereign body, the 
national conference, supports the 
building of rank and file organisa¬ 
tions in our unions. The motion 
passed at conference 2002 noted the 
“growth of left organisations within 
the unions, which offer a strategy 
based on rank and file militancy and a 
challenge to the bureaucracy”. It 
further called for “the SSP to have an 
orientation on the unions and play a 
leading role in the development of 
rank and file organisations”, includ¬ 
ing many of those explicitly referred 
to in your letter. The platform upholds 
this policy - does the EC? 

As far as the leadership of the FBU 
is concerned, our attitude should not 
be to oppose (or support) the FBU 
leadership for the sake of it, but 
rather (in the words of the Clyde 
Workers Committee in 1915) that, 
“We will support the officials just so 
long as they rightly represent the 
workers, but we will act independently 
immediately they misrepresent them 
... We can act immediately according 
to the merits of the case and the desire 
of the rank and file.” This is a central 
part of the socialist tradition, and one 
Scottish precedent which should be 
much more widely known about and 
acted on in the SSP. 

S W platform members have worked 
with the leadership of the FBU in 
Scotland for many years - both before 
we joined the SSP and since, as SSP 
members. 

At the same time it is unfortunate 
that the FBU EC voted to suspend the 
strikes and previously backed Andy 
Gilchrist at FBU conference in 
opposing a motion from Socialist 
Alliance supporters (Matt Wrack, 
etc) on democratising the political 
fund, which is also SSP policy. Are 
you saying that these decisions are 
above criticism? 

This is the context in which Red 
Watch has been produced. Red 
Watch is a rank and file paper set up 
by FBU stewards from Clerkenwell 
and Dowgate London fire stations in 
the early summer (well before the 
dispute), although the calling off of 
the strike by the FBU executive has 
only underlined the need for the rank 
and file to organise independently. 
Red Watch continues to be written by 
and for firefighters and control staff. 
It is not an SWP paper or indeed that 
of any particular party. Labour Party, 
SWP, SSP and no-party firefighters 
contribute. Andy Gilchrist has 
contributed twice, as have Ronnie 
Robertson, who is the ex-chair of 
Strathclyde FBU and other Scottish 


firefighters. Both George Galloway 
and Tony Benn have contributed, as 
have Mark Serwotka, PCS general 
secretary, and RMT leader Bob Crow. 

It is of course a UK-wide publication 
because the union organises across 
the UK, and the dispute is with the 
government in Westminster. We 
believe it would be a serious mistake 
not to embrace Red Watch. The FBU 
is a UK-wide trade union and Red 
Watch reflects this in a way which 
Scottish Socialist Voice cannot, by 
including articles written by firefight¬ 
ers from different political back¬ 
grounds the length and breadth of the 
UK.... 

As noted above, it is SSP conference 
policy to support rank and file papers. 
Are you saying, in disregard of this 
policy, that SSP members are not 
allowed to take part in rank and file 
organisations within the trade 
unions? Would you tell SSP members 
in Amicus not to contribute or 
promote the Engineers Gazette or our 
CWU members to dissociate them¬ 
selves from the network of rank and 
file activists based around Post 
Worker ? We believe not to participate 
in these forums is tantamount to 
operating in a sectarian manner. 

Unbelievably, SW platform mem¬ 
bers have been condemned for helping 
to establish local firefighters support 
groups. Whilst welcoming and 
participating in the Glasgow city-wide 
SSP meeting, we also helped, along 
with other SSP members, to set up 
local united front support groups. 

The two types of meetings should 
not be counterposed, but should be 
perceived as both contributing towards 
supporting the firefighters and indeed 
raising the profile of the SSP. We are 
shocked that our involvement in local 
support groups is being perceived by 
your paper as detrimental to the 
firefighters and to the SSP .... 

Finally two other issues you raise. 
Firstly on the distribution of the 
election bulletin. Our comrades take 
great offence at the suggestion that we 
have not been involved in its distribu¬ 
tion. We have not only welcomed it, but 
have also played a full part in its 
distribution in all regions of the 
country .We will continue to do so. 
Your comment that there only are a 
“few honourable exceptions” is 
inaccurate and insulting to all those in 
our platform who have worked hard to 
get them out 

Secondly on your criticisms of the 
Socialist Alliance and the Interna¬ 
tional Socialist Tendency, we suggest 
you take these matters up with them 
directly. We fail to understand what 
this has got to do with us. 

Conclusion 

The criticisms of the SW platform 
therefore amount to two ‘crimes’. We 
built united front local support groups 
for the firefighters and we promoted 
the rank and file paper Red Watch. 
These two activities hardly merit the 
harsh condemnations and accusations 
that we are presently experiencing. 

We joined the SSP on the basis that it 
was a “democratic, pluralist socialist 
party”, in which different points of 
view could be expressed. That is the 
party we joined and which we seek to 
build 

We further recognise that political 
debate is crucial to developing a clear 
strategy. We therefore believe that 
issues as important as the correct¬ 
ness, or otherwise, of a rank and file 
approach should be debated openly and 
fraternally in the pages of Scottish 
Socialist Voice and not the subject of 
discussions behind closed doors ... • 
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ALLIANCE FOR WORKERS' LIBERTY 

National questions and the 
AWL patriarch ■ part three 


S ean Matgamna - the patriarch 
of the Alliance for Workers’ 
Liberty group - does not bother 
himself much with concrete 
analysis when faced with the CPGB. Fear, 
arrogance or sheer laziness? Perhaps all 
three. I do not pretend to know, but give 
me any day that Matgamna who still 
writes eloquently and powerfully on the 
European Union, the euro, the centrality 
of theory, totalitarian economism, etc. Yet 
for the moment it is not to be - more than 
a pity. Frustrating and annoying. 

Instead, his means of combating the 
CPGB is to resort to outright lies and ig¬ 
norantly and ineptly sounding off when¬ 
ever the fancy takes him - and in his 
rambling and rather ugly ‘Critical notes’ 
the fancy takes him again and again. 
Here, in this wretched polemic, it is as if 
he has said goodbye to rational dialogue. 

Take the question of Israel/Palestine 
and the right of refugees to return. He 
begins with a self-deluded combination 
of the pompous and the plain ridiculous. 
The comrade claims to vaguely “recall’’ 
that “we” - that is, comrade Matgamna 
and his chosen pupils - helped the CPGB 
“move from your old identikit-left politics 
on Ireland to a democratic working class 
position”. He generously offers to pro¬ 
vide the same “help” when it comes to 
Israel/Palestine (except where otherwise 
stated all Matgamna quotes from ‘Criti¬ 
cal notes on the CPGB/WW’). 

Sorry, comrade, but no thanks. Com¬ 
munists can do without your “help” on 
Israel/Palestine. We have no wish to em¬ 
brace the AWL’s old Labour, first-camp 
softness towards Israel. Nor could we 
ever imagine describing ourselves as a 
“little bit Zionist”. Such a gormless ad¬ 
mission is a mockery of Marxism and el¬ 
ementary internationalism. Not surpris¬ 
ingly then, we actually did perfectly well 
without your “help” when it came to Ire¬ 
land - an issue where, yes, to the unedu¬ 
cated or superficial observer we would 
appear to have corresponding program¬ 
matic positions. We, of course, have our 
own road to the truth. 

Communists who accept the leader¬ 
ship of our Provisional Central Commit¬ 
tee possess a draft programme which is 
solidly based on the principles of con¬ 
sistent democracy and working class so¬ 
cialism. First published in 1995, it is easily 
to access on our website. Comrade Mat¬ 
gamna might care one day to venture out 
of his self-imposed benightedness and 
enlighten himself. But maybe when it 
comes to the CPGB he prefers to deal in 
baseless accusations and throw tan¬ 
trums. 

What does our draft programme have 
to say about the national question in the 
British Isles? Here are some salient ex¬ 
cerpts beginning with overall principles: 
“As a general rule communists do not 
want to see countries broken up into 
small nation-states. Ours is the revolu¬ 
tionary call for humanity to shed the flag- 
waving, imagined community of the 
nation-state. Communists are the most 
consistent internationalists and unre¬ 
servedly denounce any tactical pander¬ 
ing to, let alone attempts to acerbate, 
national tensions.” 

“Communists want a positive solution 
to the national question in the interests 
of the working class: that is, the merging 
of nations. That can only be achieved 
through democracy and the right of all 
to fully develop their own culture. Com¬ 
munists fight to secure the right of na¬ 
tions and nationalities to self-determina¬ 
tion. Every historically constituted 
people should be able to freely decide its 
own destiny. They can separate if they 


so wish. Thereby they can also elect to 
come together or stay together with oth¬ 
ers.” 

How did we apply these general prin¬ 
ciples to the situation that exists between 
England, Scotland and Wales? We do not 
gullibly turn to Russia and the Bolshe¬ 
viks for all our answers. A bungling and 
artless claim made by comrade Mat¬ 
gamna. No, we have made a detailed 
study of the history of the British Isles 
and an'ived at programmatic conclusions 
which point the way forward under 
present-day conditions. 

There is a British nation which evolved 
from “the gradual bonding of three na¬ 
tionalities - the English, Welsh and Scot¬ 
tish" not least with the growth of 
capitalism in the 18th and 19th centuries. 
The birth of the British nation “objec¬ 
tively was a profoundly progressive de¬ 
velopment”. But, because it was carried 
out “under the aegis of a brutal absolut¬ 
ism”, it was “accompanied by countless 
acts of violence and discrimination”. 

The end of the British empire, the pe¬ 
tering out of tire post-World War II long 
boom, the defeats suffered by the Brit¬ 
ish trade union movement in the 1980s 
and the capitalist triumphalism which 
followed the collapse of the Soviet Un¬ 
ion and bureaucratic socialism in 1991 
meant that resistance in Scotland and 
Wales “often took a national form”. 

What does that mean for communists? 
“Communists stand opposed to every 
form of Scottish and Welsh national nar¬ 
rowness. Equally we oppose every form 
of British-English national chauvinism. 
Ideas of exclusiveness or superiority, 
national oppression itself, obscure the 
fundamental antagonism between labour 
and capital and divert attention from the 
need to unite against the common enemy 
- the British capitalist state.” 

Hence, though communists fight for 
the “right of Scotland and Wales to se¬ 
cede, we do not want separation”. Com¬ 
munists want the closest unity 
circumstances allow. That can only come 
about “by fighting for full democracy”. 
The peoples of Scotland and Wales can¬ 
not decide their own future “through the 
monarchy and the Westminster parlia¬ 
ment of the House of Commons and 
House of Lords”. That is why we “stand 
for a federal republic of England, Scot¬ 
land and Wales”. 

As an aside, let us recall that Matgam- 
na’s group formally adopted this ‘federal 
republic’ position in 2001 without theo¬ 
rising the question or even a hint of in¬ 
ternal debate - that after years of telling 
us such issues are irrelevant to the work¬ 
ing class. Clearly economism - ie. down¬ 
playing of the necessity of democracy - 
remains the ruling ideology amongst the 
Matshachtmanites. 

British-lrish and Ireland 

How did we approach the situation in 
Ireland? We note that Ireland was Brit¬ 
ain’s oldest colony: ie, there existed a dif¬ 
ferent relationship between Ireland and 
Britain and the constituent national parts 
of the British nation. Where England, 
Scotland and Wales benefited from Brit¬ 
ish imperialism Ireland suffered. To blunt 
and head off the rising national liberation 
movement in 1920-21 Britain “dissected” 
Ireland. 

A “sectarian six-county” statelet was 
created “in order to permanently divide 
the working class and perpetuate British 
domination over the whole island of Ire¬ 
land”. Today’s divisions are still rooted 
in that 1920-21 ‘settlement’. Therefore we 
“unconditionally support the right of Ire¬ 
land to unite”. Working class opposition 


to British imperialism in Ireland is a “nec¬ 
essary condition for our own liberation - 
a nation that oppresses another can 
never itself be free”. That is why the draft 
programme says that the “struggle for 
socialism” in Britain and “national libera¬ 
tion in Ireland are inextricably linked". 

As within Britain itself, there are du¬ 
ties on both sides. Communists in Ireland 
“must fight for the closest spirit of frater¬ 
nity” between workers in Britain and Ire¬ 
land and their “speediest coming 
together”. They must be “resolute op¬ 
ponents” of nationalism. 

We have never abandoned this “iden¬ 
tikit” position which pitted us against all 
varieties of ‘official communism’ and not 
a few of the Trotskyite groups. What we 
did in 1998, as a necessity, was to modify 
and enrich our programmatic position by 
fully incorporating the question of the 
British-lrish. How to assess the British- 
lrish and what solutions should commu¬ 
nists offer? 

Undoubtedly since 1921 the majority 
of protestants in Northern Ireland have 
constituted a labour aristocracy (a po¬ 
litico-economic category). They have 
sought to preserve meagre privileges at 
the expense of catholics - on the one 
hand by sectarian discrimination and on 
the other by appealing to the Northern 
Ireland and British states. However, the 
protestants are not simply a labour aris¬ 
tocracy. There is an undeniable, histori¬ 
cally established religious, ethnic and 
cultural dimension. 

The British-lrish have inhabited what 
is now Northern Ireland since the 17th 
century. They were settled - from Eng¬ 
land, but mainly Scotland - to pacify the 
most rebellious parts of Ireland and hence 
“assure it to the crown”. Inevitably the 
settlers quickly diverged from then ori¬ 
gins and formed another identity. They 
stopped being Scottish or English. Yet 
in general they kept themselves against 
and apart from the Irish catholic major¬ 
ity. The million-strong British-lrish are 
therefore a historically constituted and 
distinct community of people. 

The British-lrish were deliberately 
given special privileges over and against 
the native Irish. The catholic majority was 
subject to constant persecution as catho¬ 
lics and denied elementary rights. As a 
result the Irish national question and 
British domination both took the form of 
religion. This has undergone constant re¬ 
articulation. The politics of the Cromwel¬ 
lian plantations are not those of modem 
Paisleyism. Nor are the politics of the 
Land League those of Sinn Fein. 

In 17th century Ireland British-lrish 
protestantism did not represent a pro¬ 
gressive alternative to Catholicism, but 
British colonial domination. Neverthe¬ 
less historically there is a progressive side 
to the protestant tradition in Ireland. In¬ 
spired by the ideals of revolutionary de¬ 
mocracy, protestants like Theobald 
Wolfe Tone and Fergus O’Connor fought 
against British domination and for Irish 
freedom. There have been more recent 
manifestations of protestant-catholic 
unity, but due to the unresolved national 
question they proved fleeting: eg, the 
1932 unemployed struggle in Belfast arid 
the initial stage of the civil rights move¬ 
ment in the late 1960s. 

Protestant loyalism is fundamentally 
not loyalism to Britain and the British 
crown. It is loyalism to the privileges of 
the protestants. In 1912-14 Edward Car- 
son threatened to seek an alliance with 
Germany if the Liberals granted home 
rule to Ireland. Similar warnings came 
from other loyalist leaders. In 1945 the 
Northern Ireland cabinet - needlessly 


worried by the newly elected Labour 
government and its radical social demo¬ 
cratic promises - discussed a constitu¬ 
tional break with Britain. In 1974the Ulster 
Workers’ Council general strike wrecked 
British government plans for a Northern 
Ireland settlement. In 1980 its leader, 
Andy Tyrie, advocated Ulster independ¬ 
ence. 

Communists do not invent or exacer¬ 
bate national or ethnic questions. Our 
aim is to overcome such conflicts and 
antagonisms according to the principles 
of consistent democracy so as to bring 
forward and heighten the class struggle. 
For us the key practical task is not defin¬ 
ing nations against a lifeless check list. 
The British-lrish do not constitute a na¬ 
tion according to strict scientific criteria. 
But neither are they merely a religion or a 
population of colonial settlers who, by 
implication, could return whence they 
came. The British-lrish have a common 
history, territory and culture. That calls 
for a definite political solution. 

There can in our view be no right of 
present-day Northern Ireland to self-de¬ 
termination. The six-county statelet was 
founded on the cynical basis of perma¬ 
nently institutionalising the oppression 
of the catholic-nationalist minority. We 
do not, and cannot, support the right of 
the British-lrish majority in the north the 
oppress the catholic-nationalist minority. 

The British-lrish do not constitute a 
single reactionary mass. They are di¬ 
vided - above all by class. The task of 
communists is to split British-lrish work¬ 
ers from their reactionary misleaders and 
win them to the side of revolution and 
communism. There are no permanently 
reactionary peoples who should be de¬ 
nied rights. Such ideas are alien to the 
spirit of Marxism. 

A short detour. The early Soviet Re¬ 
public included a Don Republic. The 
Soviet Republic was established as a 
“voluntary union of the peoples of Rus¬ 
sia” - something Lenin thought “should 
fully reassure the Cossacks” (VI Lenin 
CWVol 36, Moscow 1977, p472). The 1st 
Congress of the Soviets of the Don Re¬ 
public, held over April 9-12 1918, “re¬ 
garded the Don Republic as part of the 
RSFSR” and declared the “working Cos¬ 
sacks’ readiness to defend Soviet 
power” (VI Lenin CW Vol 42, Moscow 
1977, p509n). The reader will know that 
the Cossacks were historically a privi¬ 
leged caste who served as the counter¬ 
revolutionary tenor troops of tsarism. We 
make no apology for learning from this 
splendid example of political astuteness 
and boldness. 

The CPGB is for the immediate aboli¬ 
tion of the United Kingdom, not expel¬ 
ling Northern Ireland from the union. 
Unlike the Matgamna group we there¬ 
fore demand the immediate - ie, uncon¬ 
ditional - withdrawal of the British state 
and British troops from Northern Ire¬ 
land. Following on behind a whole med¬ 
ley of bog-standard reformists, soppy 
liberals and ultra-reactionaries, the AWL 
direly warns of a consequent and inevi¬ 
table bloodbath. Protestant will slaugh¬ 
ter catholics and vice versa. Nonsense. 

Our slogans are not magic spells which 
simply by the repetition instantly trans¬ 
form reality. Slogans flow from pro¬ 
gramme and together make up planks, or 
linked elements, which for the working 
class constitute a process of being and 
self-becoming. Struggle - political and 
ideological - decides. Anything else is 
socialist voodoo. In other words realis¬ 
ing the demand ‘troops out now’ goes 
hand-in-hand with realising a democratic 
united Ireland and the whole of our mini¬ 


mum programme. 

The CPGB fights for a federal republic 
in Britain of England, Scotland and Wales 
and a united Ireland. That also explains 
why we refused to side with either the 
‘no’ or the ‘yes’ camps when it came to 
the 1998 all-Ireland referendum on the 
Good Friday deal. Mealy-mouthed ‘yes’ 
calls by the Socialist Workers Party, the 
Morning Star and the Socialist Party re¬ 
vealed a complete lack of socialist prin¬ 
ciple. Even to call for a ‘no’, as did 
Socialist Outlook , Workers Power and 
dissident republican elements, while not 
surrendering to the gigantic ‘yes’ bloc 
which embraced everything from Sinn 
Fein to the entire establishment in Brit¬ 
ain and Eire, was to voluntarily dissolve 
oneself into the Paisley campaign. Com¬ 
munists therefore called for a boycott. 

We are for a democratically elected, all- 
Ireland constiUitional assembly, whereby 
the Irish people can freely decide their 
own future without a Tony Blair or a Bill 
Clinton setting the agenda. Where Blair 
proposed to reform the constitutional 
monarchy from above, we communists 
single-mindedly fight for change from 
below. Naturally in the united Ireland 
achieved using our methods communists 
are for the maximisation of democracy 
and therefore working class leadership. 

As stated above, in general commu¬ 
nists are for the organisation of the work¬ 
ing class in the biggest, most centralised 
states. That by no means contradicts far- 
reaching measures of local autonomy. As 
a transitionary measure, however, we are 
prepared to accept or advocate federal¬ 
ism as a step towards the unity of peo¬ 
ple, in particular the unity of the working 
class. Hence to overcome present-day 
divisions in Ireland it is necessary to se¬ 
riously address the British-lrish question 
and the legitimate fears of the protestant 
community. This can only be done 
through consistent democracy. A united 
Ireland established through a “voluntary 
union” of its peoples should “fully reas¬ 
sure” the British-lrish. 

It is true that in the early 1970s Sinn 
Fein adopted a programme, Eire Nua, 
which advocated a “federal Ireland”. 
However, this ignored the living cultural/ 
ethnic divisions in contemporary Ireland, 
and sought instead to revive the “four 
historic provinces” - Connacht, Munster, 
Leinster and a nine -county Ulster. This 
singularly fails to address the objective 
British-lrish question in a democratic 
manner. 

So in 1998 communists decided to in¬ 
clude in their programme the demand for 
a federal solution in Ireland, whereby the 
area containing a “clear British-lrish ma¬ 
jority has the right of self-determination 
up to and including session”. This area 
forms a geographically coherent whole 
and includes north Tyrone, south Derry, 
north Armagh, county Antrim and north 
Down (there are catholic majorities in Fer¬ 
managh. south Tyrone, south Armagh, 
north Derry and south Down - West Bel¬ 
fast also has 100,000 catholic-national¬ 
ists). In a united Ireland a federal solution 
would require new federal borders. 

Again it is worth noting that in Febru¬ 
ary 1918 Lenin and Stalin, the commissar 
for nationalities, argued that the “geo¬ 
graphical boundaries” of the Don Repub¬ 
lic “must be fixed by agreement with the 
population of the neighbouring zone and 
the autonomous republic of the Donetsk 
Basin” (VI Lenin CW Vol 36, Moscow 
1977, p483). A similar approach ought to 
be adopted in Ireland when it comes to 
exact borders. Today we must concern 
ourselves with principles, not details. 

There would, of course, still be a catho- 
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lie-nationalist minority in the British-Msh 
part of the country. There would also be 
a British-Msh minority elsewhere in the 
united Msh republic. We do not advo¬ 
cate a movement of population or ethni¬ 
cally ‘pure’ states. Whatever the 
religio-ethnic majority community, there 
must be full citizenship rights for all. 

Are we - as some jaundiced, not to say 
stupid, opponents claim - for self-deter¬ 
mination up to and including the right to 
secede for orangeism? No. Are we for 
such a right for Msh protestants? No. 
Orangeism is a deeply reactionary and 
sectarian movement. Protestantism in 
Northern Ireland is a politico-religious 
categoiy. There can be no right of seces¬ 
sion for political movements or religions. 
Suggestions to the contrary might con¬ 
form with so-called Austro-Marxism but 
not our Leninist Marxism. Such national 
rights have to be attached to a distinct, 
significant and historically established 
territorial dimension. 

Communists support the right of a Brit- 
ish-Msh federal entity in a united Msh 
republic to self-determination, but argue 
against exercising that right in favour of 
secession. We are for voluntary unity and 
the growing together of the two tradi¬ 
tions in Ireland on the basis of a common 
struggle for international socialism and 
world communism. 

Right of return 

Comrade Matgamna seems dimly aware 
that the CPGB has also “modified” its 
position on the Middle East in the “same 
way” as we did on Ireland. This is indeed 
true. But, though the comrade freely ad¬ 
mits that this programmatic change and 
the debate surrounding it in the Weekly 
Worker “isn’t something I’ve followed”, 
that does not stop him. as is characteris¬ 
tic, from offering a wise-foolish opinion. 

He says that the CPGB “will have to 
be braver, less afraid of offending the 
‘anti-Zionists’ who dominate the politi¬ 
cal world you live in. and altogether more 
consistent and rigorous, before you will 
be any good on that question”. Comrade 
Matgamna’s bone of contention is what 
he calls the “collective Palestinian ‘right 
of return’”. True to form, he attributes 
such a right to what he calls “old Stalin¬ 
ist baggage". He suspects “that here too 
you still carry a lot of old Stalinist bag¬ 
gage you haven’t got round to jettison¬ 
ing yet". The “collective Palestinian 
‘right of return’ is properly part of pro¬ 
grammes that include the elimination of 
Israel - the ‘secular democratic state’, for 
example”. 

Before enlarging upon this discussion 
I feel obliged to once again comment 
upon the charge, routinely laid at our 
door, of “old Stalinist baggage”. I have 
already dealt with the demented lies of 
comrade Matgamna when it comes to our 
position on the USSR and eastern Europe 
in the 1980s. And I have no intention of 
repeating my demolition job here. No, 
what I want to bring to the reader’s at¬ 
tention is the comrade’s wonying mix of 
self-importance and naivety. He seems 
to be under the impression that a two- 
state solution originates with anti-Stalin- 
ism and Matshachtmanism. 

Yet everyone knows that loseph Sta¬ 
lin’s USSR took the lead amongst the 
‘great powers’ in recognising the divi¬ 
sion of Palestine and the establishment 
of the state of Israel in May 1948 - amis 
and munitions from Czechoslovakia 
helped tip the balance against Arab 
forces. The jews in Palestine were pic¬ 
tured as fighting imperialism and cer¬ 


tainly imposed upon Britain, the mandate 
power, a humiliating withdrawal. All that 
changed when Nasser and his pan-Arab 
movement fell out with the US and turned 
towards the Soviet Union as an alterna¬ 
tive. 

‘Official communism’ duly lined up 
with Palestinian nationalism, which in¬ 
sisted that the “establishment of the state 
of Israel” was “entirely illegal” and “re¬ 
gardless of the passage of time” con¬ 
flicted with the “natural right” of the 
Palestinians to a homeland. lews “nor¬ 
mally” residing in Palestine were to be 
regarded as Palestinians. However, the 
rest, those who came after 1947, were 
considered Zionist invaders who were 
expect to return from where they origi¬ 
nally came. The Palestinian Liberation 
Organisation considered it a principle 
that jews do not constitute a “single na¬ 
tion” but rather a “religion” (Palestinian 
national covenant, as amended in July 
1968). 

Interestingly in that historical context 
one can read dissenting voices within 
‘official communism’. M Britain Hyman 
Levy, a well know scientist, criticised the 
Soviet Union’s internal attitude towards 
jews and its about-turn on Israel. While 
it is tme that jews in general cannot be 
called “a single nation” - no common lan¬ 
guage nor common territory - there does 
exist a “community of feeling”, sharp¬ 
ened “most intensely” by the Nazi holo¬ 
caust. Furthermore a jewish nation “has 
undoubtedly come into existence in Is¬ 
rael” (H Levy Jews and the national 
question London 1958, pp39-40). 

Equally to the point, who was first to 
propose a democratic, two-state solution 
from the left? Was it comrade Matgamna 
and his little group? Or was it the much 
more vocal and socially weighty ‘official 
communist’ Palestinian Peoples Party, the 
Democratic Front for the Liberation of 
Palestine and the Communist Party of 
Israel? Seen in this light, it appears that 
comrade Matgamna has junked his old 
Trotskyite, single-state baggage only to 
adopt the programme of ‘official commu¬ 
nism’ . But we do not want to descend to 
comrade Matgamna’s miserable level and 
trade off cheap polemics. 

What is the position of the CPGB on 
Israel/Palestine? We oppose all nation¬ 
alisms, including Zionism: ie, a secular, 
but anti-assimilationist ideology, which 
insists that jews and gentiles cannot live 
peacefully together and that therefore 
there must be a separate jewish home¬ 
land (Eretz Israel). 

That idea gained a following as a di¬ 
rect reaction to the anti-semitism that 
sullied and shamed Europe in the 19th 
and 20th centuries. Crucially mass Zion¬ 
ism resulted from the vicious persecution 
of jews unleashed by tsarism and then, 
most decisively, in the attempt, and near 
success, at exterminating the entire jew¬ 
ish population in Europe perpetrated by 
Nazism. Zionism was given another 
boost by the anti-semitism preached and 
practised by bureaucratic socialism. It 
goes without saying that its anti-Zion¬ 
ism was a reactionary anti-Zionism. 

The dramatic influx of jews into Pales¬ 
tine after World War I was possible only 
because of the British protectorate. The 
Balfour Declaration (November 2 1917) 
enshrined that sponsor-client relation¬ 
ship. Imperialist pro-Zionism stems from 
either the classic colonialist ethos, post- 
1945 European guilt or the undoubted 
influence of pro-Zionist jewish capitalists 
and intellectuals in imperialist counMes, 
not least in the United States. 


The jews coming to Palestine in the 
20th century were a settler-colonial peo¬ 
ple of a special type. There was no spe¬ 
cific homeland - apart from the European 
continent as a whole. Moreover, inspired 
by thinkers such as Ber Borochov (1881- 
1917), many entertained notions of build¬ 
ing a socialism. However their socialist 
civilising mission was in essence no dif¬ 
ferent to British colonists in Australia or 
New Zealand, or the Dutch colonists in 
South Africa. The kibbutzim were com¬ 
munist-imperialist. Land might have been 
purchased according to the laws of the 
day. But the same can be said of the Eu¬ 
ropean colonists in America before and 
after 1776. There existed a completely 
unequal relationship between the colo¬ 
nists and the colonised. 

The colonists rebelled against the co¬ 
lonial power after World War II and 
launched a violent struggle for independ¬ 
ence. But that does not detract from the 
original colonial-settler nature of Israel. 
The first war against the British (United 
Nations mandate) colonial power was a 
combined war - against Britain, against 
the colonised. 

The creation of the state of Israel in 
1947 and the subsequent expansion of 
Israel in 1948 and 1949 witnessed numer¬ 
ous crimes against the indigenous Arab 
population. Resistance there was - and 
not only from the Palestinian masses 
themselves, but the reactionary monar¬ 
chies in Egypt and Jordan too. Despite 
the ulterior motives of these rulers the 
desperate rearguard actions carried out 
by the Palestinian masses was undoubt¬ 
edly just. Nonetheless Israel won its com¬ 
bined war. British troops departed. So did 
hundreds of thousands of Palestinians - 
they fled or were forcibly driven from then 
homeland. Nor were they allowed to re¬ 
turn. The whole of Palestine was then dis¬ 
membered by Israel on the one hand and 
Jordan and Egypt on the other. M 1967 
there was another defensive-expansion¬ 
ist war by Israel. Since then both the Gaza 
strip and the West Bank have been 
seeded with numerous military-settler 
colonial towns. Those on the West Bank 
have become a system of permanent 
occupation. 

After 1967 the enemy within for Israel 
expanded dramatically. Israel never offi¬ 
cially incorporated either Gaza nor the 
West Bank. However, the ultra-right in 
Israel does propagate a vision of a greater 
Israel, a greater Israel that by definition 
must be cleansed of Palestinians in or¬ 
der to make it viable. 

Israel is the biggest recipient of US 
overseas aid. The US supplies Israel with 
advanced warplanes and electronic war¬ 
fare equipment. However, Israel has never 
been a mere client state. Israel certainly 
possesses nuclear weapons in defiance 
of UN conventions. More to the point, it 
has its own, independent, internal class 
politics and state interests - interests 
which it pursues even if they risk con¬ 
flict with the sponsoring power: eg, the 
United Kingdom or the United States. 

As we have said, communists favour 
a democratic solution in Israel/Palestine. 
We strive for the ending of all antagon¬ 
isms between nations and their eventual 
merger. Communism and nationalism are 
antithetical. Nevertheless we champion 
the right of all oppressed nations to self- 
determination. M the conditions of Israel/ 
Palestine that means that communists 
support the right of the Palestinians 
where they constitute a clear majority to 
form then own state. 

While communists have no truck with 


Zionism and condemn the colonial-set¬ 
tler origins of Israel, we recognise that 
over the last 50 or 60 years a definite Is¬ 
raeli jewish nation has come into exist¬ 
ence. Time matters. To call for Israel’s 
abolition is unMarxist. Such a pro¬ 
gramme is either naive utopianism or 
genocidal. Either way, it is reactionary. 
The Israeli jewish nation is historically 
constituted. The Israeli jews speak the 
same language, inhabit they same terri¬ 
tory, have the same culture and sense of 
identity. The position of Rhodesian or 
South African whites is not analogous. 
They did not nor could they form a na¬ 
tion. Nowhere in territorial terms did they 
form a historically constituted majority. 
The same cannot be said of Israeli jews. 

Marxists do not deny the right of the 
Israeli jewish nation to self-determination 
on the basis of some half-baked or per¬ 
verted reading of classic texts. The right 
to self-determination is not a communist 
blessing exclusively bestowed upon the 
oppressed. It is fundamentally a demand 
for equality. All nations must have the 
equal right to determine their own fate - 
as long as that does not involve the op¬ 
pression of another people. Hence com¬ 
munists recognise that the US, Russian, 
German. Polish and French nations have 
the right to self-determination. Today 
that is generally unproblematic. However, 
we desire to see that same elementary 
right extended to all oppressed peoples. 

Progressive Israeli jews must cham¬ 
pion the democratic rights of the Pales¬ 
tinians to a separate state. Progressive 
Palestinians must likewise champion the 
rights of Israeli jews to a separate state. 
Only on such a reciprocal basis is it pos¬ 
sible to overcome national antagonisms 
and envisage the eventual unity of these 
two peoples (perhaps first of all in some 
kind of confederation). Ours is not a so¬ 
lution to be presided over by Sharon and 
Hamas. Communists look towards a 
democratic and secular Israel existing 
alongside a democratic and secular Pal¬ 
estine. Within each state national and 
religious minorities must be given full 
democratic rights. As with Ireland the 
suggestion that communists call for 
‘pure’ national-religious states - jewish 
or islamic - is either the result of sheer 
ignorance or is malign misrepresentation. 

The immediate call for a single Pales¬ 
tinian state within which the jewish Is¬ 
raeli nationality is given citizenship but 
not national rights is in present circum¬ 
stances to perpetuate division. The Is¬ 
raeli jews will not voluntarily accept such 
a solution - the whole of the 20th century 
since 1933 mitigates against that. There 
is moreover the distinct danger that the 
poles of oppression would be reversed 
if such a programme were ever to be put 
into practice. In all likelihood it would have 
to involve military conquest. The call for 
a single-state solution is therefore im¬ 
practical - Israel is the strong nation and, 
far from being in danger of conquest, is 
able to invade neighbouring territory at 
will. What is on the cards is a greater Is¬ 
rael, not its termination. 

But what of the right to return? Com¬ 
rade Matgamna has transformed this into 
an ideological shibboleth which stems 
from a definite softness exhibited towards 
Zionism. According to him, for 50 years 
the ‘right of return’ has, to jews and Pal¬ 
estinians alike, “implied the opposite of 
two states”. It means to them and com¬ 
rade Matgamna the “dissolution, in one 
way or another, of the jewish state”. The 
‘right of return’ and two states are 
“starkly at odds with each other”. Israel 


and the “right to collective resettlement” 
would see “millions of Palestinians” 
flooding into Israel in an effort to reverse 
the results of 1948. 

What a hopeless muddle, and pure 
demagogy to boot. The comrade makes 
a straightforward mistake first of all by 
conflating a democratic right and the 
manner in which that right is exercised. It 
is like opposing the right of men or 
women to divorce because “collectively” 
without such a ban safely in place every¬ 
one would instantly file for annulment of 
their marriages. Yes, we can demand the 
right of divorce “safely” in the knowl¬ 
edge that it will not be “collectively” ex¬ 
ercised. If comrade Matgamna is 
insisting upon the opposite in order to 
keep his group intact it is quite frankly 
either sad or mad. 

Communists, as an elementary princi¬ 
ple, oppose all immigration controls and 
support the free movement of people. 
That is no programmatic “detail" by the 
way. Yet standing by that principle - in¬ 
stead of abandoning it in the face of Is¬ 
rael’s version of the Daily Mail - in no 
way “implies” demanding, or encourag¬ 
ing, some “collective movement”. That 
is the sort of crime we saw perpetrated 
by Stalin in post-World War II eastern 
Europe and could only be put into prac¬ 
tice under conditions of extreme bureau¬ 
cratic dictatorship, and that over half a 
continent. Germans in particular were 
forced to “collectively” return to their 
designated homeland and vacate areas 
in Poland and Czechoslovakia which had 
been inhabited by their ancestors for 
hundreds of years. 

In our considered view Palestinians 
“must have the right of return” - but this 
is a “right of habitation decided upon 
individually, or by family group”. The 
‘right of return’ is not a demand for what 
comrade Matgamna ludicrously implies 
is a “collective” movement of the entire 
diaspora - which now inhabits not just 
Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, Kuwait, the Gulf 
States, Saudi Arabia, etc, but the US and 
many countries in western Europe too. 

Even by dint of some kind of remark¬ 
able historical reversal and an Arab con¬ 
quest of Israel no serious Marxist could 
imagine the Palestinian diaspora as a “col¬ 
lective” giving up their livelihoods and 
packing up their bags in order to move 
to Palestine. How could it be “collec¬ 
tively” imposed upon them? The hon¬ 
est and serious answer is that it cannot. 
So why does comrade Matgamna pre¬ 
tend otherwise? 

That the SWP and the “numerically 
dominant forces on the British ostensi¬ 
bly revolutionary left” advocate the 
‘right of return’ does not dictate our pro¬ 
gramme nor our slogans. Talk of our join¬ 
ing “the large choir” of conventional left 
thought is a bit rich when coming from 
comrade Matgamna. This after all is the 
same comrade who, along with the herd, 
used to worship at the shrine of auto- 
Labourism and with the best of them idi¬ 
otically prattled on about the “wild 
upsurge of hope and expectation” after 
the election of Blair and New Labour on 
May 1 1997 ( Workers’ Liberty May 
1997). 

On the other hand, if opposing what¬ 
ever the SWP and the “ostensibly revo¬ 
lutionary left” proposes is the ‘method’ 
employed by Matgamna when directing 
his group, then that only goes to show 
just how disorientated and mired in sec¬ 
tarianism he has become in recent 
years • 

Jack Conrad 


Socialist 

Alliance 

activities 



National council Saturday December 
14, 12 noon to 5pm, South Camden 
Community School, Charrington Street, 
London N1 (nearest station: Euston). 

One voting delegate per affiliated 
Socialist Alliance. Delegate fee: £5, plus 
pooled fare. Members must notify SA 
office if they wish to attend as observers. 

Women’s day school Day of discus¬ 
sion and campaigning ideas for women 
only, organised by Socialist Alliance - 


Saturday January 25, 1 lam to 5pm, Cross 
Street Chapel, Cross Street, Manchester. 
Creche and accommodation for Friday/ 
Saturday nights with SA members in 
Manchester available. 

Details from Margaret Manning: 
margaret@homemanning.freeserve.co.uk 

Annual conference Saturday March 
15 2003, South Camden Community 
School, Charrington Street, London N1. 
Policy resolutions and constitutional 


amendments may be submitted by 
individual SA members, local SAs or 
national executive. Deadline: Friday 
January 24. Nominations to national 
executive and appeals committee - send 
with biographical details (100 words max) 
to conference arrangements committee 
by January 24. Election of NEC by slate 
using alternative vote system. Nomina¬ 
tion of slates will close at conference, 
Saturday March 15, 2pm. 


Office worker Full-time office worker 
required. Job description, terms and 
conditions of employment currently 
being decided. Contact SA national 
office. 

Socialist Alliance, Wickham House, 
10 Cleveland Way, London El 4TR 
Telephone: 020 77913138 
Email: office@socialistalliance.net 
Web: www.socialistalliance.net 
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EUROPEAN SOCIAL FORUM 


Preparing for Paris ESF 

The first organisational meeting for the second European Social Forum took place in the Parisian suburb of Saint- 
Denis over the weekend of December 7-8. The CPGB’s Anne Me Shane and Peter Manson were there 


T hose gathering in the Bourse 
du Travail (labour ex¬ 
change), owned by the 
Communist Party of France- 
dominated CGT union centre, had 
come together both to reflect on 
the success of Florence and to look 
forward to building the second 
European Social Forum - to be held 
in Paris and Saint-Denis in Novem¬ 
ber 2003. 

Of the 260 or so people who 
took part in the weekend confer¬ 
ence, around two-thirds were from 
France, with comrades from Italy, 
Britain and Spain making up the 
largest contingents from overseas. 
Germany, Belgium, Switzerland, 
Austria, Portugal, Greece, Turkey, 
Poland, Russia and Bulgaria were 
also represented, and there were 
about 20 people from European¬ 
wide networks, trade unions and 
‘social movements’. 

As usual, very few speakers 
openly identified themselves as 
belonging to a political organisa¬ 
tion, since of course parties are 


banned from officially participating. 
In fact one over-zealous member of 
the French mobilising committee 
tried to stop CPGB comrades from 
handing out our amendments to the 
French structural proposals - “If 
every organisation started giving 
out leaflets, where would we be?” 
On the road to real, meaningful 
debate and democratic decision¬ 
making, I would suggest. This 
person said that we were free to 
speak on our amendments in the 
debate on structure, and those who 
wanted to study them would then 
be able to approach us and ask for 
a copy. We ignored him. 

Although this individual’s 
peculiar viewpoint was no doubt 
shared by a minority, thankfully 
nobody else actively took his side. 
Nor did anybody complain about 
our unofficial, but well patronised 
stall - we were the only organisa¬ 
tion to set one up, although the 
comrades from Workers Power 
borrowed a corner of our table for 
their literature on the second day. 


Copies of Socialist Worker, the 
French Communist Party’s 
L’Humanite and the Ligue Commu- 
niste Revolutionnaire’s Rouge 
finally came out from under wraps 
at the very end of the conference. 

Nevertheless, undoubtedly there 
was much progress made on the 
question of political parties. Those 
wanting to maintain the ban were 
very much on the defensive, mostly 
conceding that this question would 
have to be revisited soon. But the 
same cannot be said when it came 
to injecting some structural and 
organisational democracy into the 
social forum movement. The French 
mobilising committee - an alliance 
of Attac, a sprinkling of NGOs, the 
LCR, PCF and various environmen¬ 
tal, anti-racist, gay and lesbian 
campaigns and so on - went into 
headlong retreat over its proposals 
for the setting up of an interna¬ 
tional steering committee to 
overseethe process. 

With the Socialist Workers Party 
leading the assault, the proposals 


also came under attack from 
Rifondazione Comunista (PRC) and 
a whole range of anarchoid 
individuals in alliance with a 
handful of actual anarchists. The 
revised proposals dropped the idea 
of any steering committee or comite 
de direction - several speakers 
complained that it was the inalien¬ 
able right of individuals not to be 
‘steered’ or ‘directed’. The only 
bodies declared by the chair to be 
recognised by the “consensus 
democracy” of the conference 
were the French mobilising commit¬ 
tee itself and the European prepa¬ 
ration assembly, which would 
convene “three or four times” 
between now and November in 
different European venues. Even 
the recommendation in favour of 
national mobilising committees in 
countries other than France was 
too much for some people, who 
wanted to be able to mobilise as 
they liked - or only turn up them¬ 
selves. 

When Pierro Bernocchi of 


Rifondazione pointed out that 
working groups would be needed, 
the chair, Sophie Zafari of the LCR, 
stated that these would indeed be 
set up, although she did not say 
who would decide their composition 
or who they would answer to. So, 
while people at the European 
preparation assemblies will be able 
to sound off about anything under 
the sun (“consensus democracy” 
dictates that no votes are ever 
taken), the real decisions will be 
taken by unelected and unaccount¬ 
able cliques and working groups. 

The Socialist Workers Party’s 
Alex Callinicos thanked the French 
mobilising committee for withdraw¬ 
ing their proposals. 

They had responded to what was 
undoubtedly the majority who 
wanted things to proceed in the 
same old chaotic way (“Sometimes 
chaos is creative,” he said). His only 
nod in the direction of democratic 
accountability was the plea for “a 
minimum of four” preparation 
assemblies • 


Parties are part of the movement 


W hile in terms of ESF organisation 
most participants at Saint-Denis 
demonstrated that they were still 
wedded to backwardness, when it came to 
the official inclusion of political parties, there 
can be no doubting the momentum for 
change. 

The SWP comrades - to the fore in oppos¬ 
ing any democratic structure - stalled to come 
out more forcefully against the party ban (the 
two Workers Power comrades adopted a simi¬ 
lar stance on both questions). Alex Callinicos 
was the first to raise tentative arguments in 
favour of parties, when he responded to the 
previous speaker from Spain - who, having 
first declared himself to be “a communist and 
not ashamed of it” - then posed the move¬ 
ment, with its “new form of politics”, as a po¬ 
lar opposite of parties. 

Comrade Callinicos pointed out that there 
was a “fundamental difference between po¬ 
litical parties that are part of the system and 
socialist parties that take part in the move¬ 
ment". At this time he did not make any ex¬ 
plicit call, but in a later contribution, he was 
much more to the point. The official exclusion 
of parties, he said, “leads to hypocrisy”, since 
members are clearly taking part anyway. That 
is why it we “shouldn’t fetishise the charter 
of the World Social Forum”. Quite right. 

The comrade went on to put forward explicit 
proposals. The ESF should, firstly, be “open 
to individual members of all parties except 
those of the extreme right”. Secondly, in terms 
of their official participation, we should make 
a distinction between the “good parties”, who 
had shown by their actions and words that 
they were against neoliberalism, and the “bad 
parties”, who were for it. He placed Rifondazi¬ 
one, despite its former support for the Olive 
Tree coalition, in the first category and “the 
parties of the plural left” from France in the 
second. 

Comrade Callinicos warned against any 
attempt by the French Socialist Party to “at¬ 
tach itself to the Social Forum” - part of the SP 
local authority apparatus in Paris is certainly 
eyeing the ESF with a view to colonising it for 
its own ends. He did not mention the Parti 
Communiste Franfais, for whom the stance 
he proposed would pose big problems. 


Presumably comrade Callinicos imagines 
himself as some kind of gatekeeper majesti¬ 
cally pronouncing on who is to be allowed 
entry and who is to be kept out. Of course, 
his whole anarcho-bureaucratic approach is 
completely wrong. We should be for democ¬ 
racy and accountability, yes. But we should 
also be for inclusivity, especially when it 
comes to working class parties. The ESF 
should definitely not go down the road of bu¬ 
reaucratic bans and check-lists. Instead we 
should promote frank dialogue and unre¬ 
stricted debate - including, if need be, harsh 
criticism. That way the proletarian base can 
be separated off from any neoliberal or oppor¬ 
tunist leadership. 

Comrade Me Shane took up comrade Cal- 
linicos’s earlier reference to “hypocrisy”: eve¬ 
rybody knew that many of the speakers in 
Florence were leading members of political 
parties. It was absurd that they should not be 
able to take part as such openly. 

However, representatives from two French 
NGOs took up an opposing position. The 
speaker from the Human Rights of Men 
claimed that parties were of a “different na¬ 
ture” from “the movement”. The “ultimate 
goal” of parties was “to hold the reins of 
power”. He was not against talking to them, 
but they should be kept out. Another del¬ 
egate echoed him: the participation of parties 
would turn ESF events into “political meet¬ 
ings”. 

Speakers from eastern Europe were promi¬ 
nent in combating this nonsense. A member 
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of the Committee for a Workers’ International 
in Russia, comrade Ilya, stated: “If we really 
want to change society, we need open and 
honest discussion" about the different prob¬ 
lems we face - and that meant owning up to 
your political affiliation. A Polish comrade 
backed him up: “Political parties are pail of 
the movement - it’s crazy to exclude them.” 

A supporter of Attac made the rather dubi¬ 
ous claim that, while parties might be all right 
for other countries, in France they were tradi¬ 


tionally separate from “the movement”. How¬ 
ever, it was clear that the “consensus” - if I 
may use the term - was moving away from 
such views, even amongst Attac members, 
who up to now had been adamant that par¬ 
ties must not take part. Such people were now 
admitting that perhaps there was a need to 
discuss this question again. 

We must pursue this matter to its logical 
conclusion at the first ‘preparation assembly’ 
- likely to be in Bmssels in the new year • 


Florence success 


T here was a justifiable self-congratula¬ 
tory mood at Saint-Denis due to the 
success of Florence. Over 60,000 people 
from across Europe had taken part in a 
huge and inspiring political event. They 
had crammed into hundreds of meetings 
and rallies and taken part in the million- 
strong demonstration against war on Iraq. 

In the jargon of the Italian organising 
committee, the first ESF provided “unity, 
radicality and open space” for a mix of 
nationalities to experience a positive 
political atmosphere - even if many might 
have left Italy at a loss as to what ought to 
be done next 

For the SWP’s Chris Nineham, the 
event had “caught the imagination of the 
people of Florence”, who had “welcomed 
the ESF into their city”. There had been a 
“real, creative dialogue between the 
traditional left and the new movements”, as 
well as “between activists and experts”. He 
said that people “felt it was our forum: they 
owned if’. What is more, the subsequent 
spin-off had been positive, with a “sense of 
excitement and engagement” at dozens of 
feedback meetings. 

After he calmed down a little, he did 
allow himself to make a criticism or two: 
there had not been enough “engagement 
with racism” and there should have been 
more time allowed for speakers from the 
floor. Continuing this theme, Anne Me 


Shane agreed that too few had been able to 
participate and in fact there had been little 
real debate. This was because most of the 
meetings were more like rallies and were 
far too big to allow any genuine inter¬ 
change of ideas. 

Comrade Me Shane said that Florence 
ought to be seen as the first step for the left 
towards “programmatic unity against the 
European Union of the bosses”. Our aim 
must be the promotion of an alternative 
vision and the coming together of the 
entire European working class movement. 

This did not go down too well in some 
quarters. The coordinator for eastern 
European countries said that, although 300 
had attended from Hungary and 500 from 
the rest of eastern Europe, many had been 
“frightened” because there had been “too 
many communist emblems”. One Hungar¬ 
ian catholic organisation had decided not to 
take part as a result Didn’t people realise 
that the hammer and sickle “symbolised 
dictatorship”? 

This was effectively answered by a 
comrade from Poland. The red star and 
hammer and sickle, he said, were for many 
people in Italy and elsewhere, “not 
connected with oppression, but with 
liberation”. All symbols should be wel¬ 
come, including the Christian cross, so 
long as the bearers are coming together 
against war and neoliberalism • 
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Setback for unity 


I n the aftermath of the successful first ESF, 
discussion of the way forward dominated 
the Saint-Denis conference: in particular, 
what organisational form should the ESF 
take? 

Die French mobilisation committee had put 
forward proposals for a European-wide steer¬ 
ing committee of about 100 people and a sec¬ 
retariat of around 20. The comrades stated: “In 
order to create the most representative struc¬ 
tures possible to carry out the preparations, 
both at a European and an individual country 
level, we need to bring together the continen¬ 
tal networks of the diverse movements, as well 
as the national mobilisation committees.” 
They also committed themselves to a 
fundraising body and encouraged the setting 
up of national mobilisation committees 
throughout the rest of Europe. 

The CPGB welcomed these proposals as a 
step forward from the situation that had ex¬ 
isted before Florence, where the organisation 
had been carried out by an unelected group 
of people. They had haphazardly reported to 
monthly European meetings, which were 
themselves unrepresentative and disorgan¬ 
ised. We put forward amendments proposing 
that the steering committee should consist of 
10 elected delegates from France and five each 
from other European countries. Also we ar¬ 
gued that the meetings of the steering com¬ 
mittee should be open to participation from 
observers and that there should be the facil¬ 
ity or option to coopt new representatives 
wherever necessary. Basically we argued for 
an effective, democratic and accountable 
structure - something which the French pro¬ 
posals pointed towards. 

Unfortunately, however, they were op¬ 
posed by Rifondazione Comunista and their 
allies on the Italian mobilisation committee. In 
view of their work in preparing for Florence, 
the Italian comrades earned influence beyond 
their numbers in Paris. Pietro Bemocchi of the 
PRC said that the first ESF had no structures 
and “we didn’t miss them”. He also warned 
the French mobilising committee about “get¬ 
ting into a polemic where the organising coun¬ 
try puts forward rules for the whole ESF'. 

His Rifondazione comrade, Luciano 
Muhlbauer, argued that, since we were only 
just starting to build up the process, we 
“should not change it much”, as people would 
not understand. He said we should be reach¬ 
ing out for young people to be involved and 
a more permanent structure would somehow 
stand in the way of this. 

It was the same line put forward by leading 


members of the SWP, whose comrades, as 
usual were wearing their Globalise Resistance 
hats. They claimed, in the words of Jonathan 
Neale, to be "representing the overwhelming 
majority of the English mobilising committee”, 
who “asked us to come here and say that they 
do not want a committee of 100 and want to 
continue the Italian method of organisation”. 
Having been at the English mobilisation meet¬ 
ing, CPGB comrades could not recall anybody 
asking the SWP to represent the committee. 
And it was a little ironic that these same com¬ 
rades who were arguing against the setting 
up of a representative structure were them¬ 
selves masquerading as semi-delegates. 

The real reason why both the SWP and 
Rifondazione are opposed to a democratic 
structure has nothing to do with any fear of 
frightening away new young supporters com¬ 
ing into the movement. Rather they believe 
they can influence tilings behind the scenes. 
As Peter Manson said, “No structure is a 
recipe for bureaucracy, not democracy - un¬ 
less we have democratic and efficient organi¬ 
sation, young people will become disillu¬ 
sioned and go away”. 

A strange notion that democracy meant not 
having leaders and elections was put forward 
by a number of speakers in the course of the 
debate. It was argued that a steering commit¬ 
tee, refened to by a Russian comrade as a “po- 
litburo”, would mean a “closed structure”. The 
French proposals were distorted to make it 
appear that they were trying to foist a bureauc¬ 
racy on the movement, which would prevent 
new forces becoming involved. This despite 
the repeated assertions of comrade Zafari that 
the intention of the French mobilisation was 
to create an open - but effective - body. 

The SWP comrades did seem a little uncom¬ 
fortable to find themselves in a bloc with 
openly anarchistic forces. Chris Nineham 
claimed that, “If the Social Forum was organ¬ 
ised everywhere, we would be for elected 
committees”. However, since the movement 
was just starting to grow, the only way to “pull 
people in” in the meantime was through what 
SWP comrades consistently referred to as an 
"open and inclusive” process - ie, a combina¬ 
tion of disorganised free-for-all and bureau¬ 
cratic manipulation. It is interesting to note 
that the ‘Italian method’ does not seem to have 
pulled people into the heart of the ESF. The 
same (old) faces were present in Saint-Denis 
as had been at every organising meeting prior 
to Florence. 

The majority of the meeting, despite the 
arguments of the French mobilisation com¬ 


mittee and the CPGB, were firmly behind this 
line of reasoning. Replying for the French, 
Sophie Zafari said that she was surprised to 
have been so misunderstood. They had not 
had the intention to set up a closed and bu¬ 
reaucratic body, but thought that an all-Euro¬ 
pean representative body would be far more 
democratic and effective. Indeed, as Anne Me 
Shane had pointed out, there is “no contra¬ 
diction between democratic representation 
and inclusivity”. Comrade Zafari said the 
mobilising committee would reformulate their 
proposals in the light of the discussion and 
present them again on the Sunday. 

By the next day it was clear that they had 
backed down significantly under pressure. 
Instead of a steering committee, now there 
would be three or four all-Europe assemblies 
in the next year. These bodies would not be 
delegate-based and would be non-voting. 
They would, it was claimed, make the main 
decisions regarding the political direction of 
the ESF, but would do so by consensus. Na¬ 
tional delegations would not be encouraged 
to set up mobilisation committees, but could 
do what they wanted. The main work and 
decision-making would be down to the 
French mobilisation committee and specialist 
working groups (presumably these will be set 
up by the French or ananged by an inner cir¬ 
cle). Although it was agreed that the minutes 
and membership of the secretariat would be 
circulated by email, it was not clear how either 
the committee or the working groups would 
be accountable to the assembly. It was all a 
bit of a fudge. 

Unfortunately those who wanted to con¬ 
tinue the anarchistic method of ‘organisation’ 
got their way. You could not blame the French 
for retreating, especially as they were being 
painted as bureaucratic Stalinists for suggest¬ 
ing a simple and democratic solution to the 
chaotic and closed organisation that had ex¬ 
isted hitherto. A political opportunity lost. 

Unfortunately the political project of the ma¬ 
jority of the left in Europe remains nanow and 
sectarian. The chance to overcome national 
boundaries and create a meaningful political 
unity across Europe has been temporarily set 
back. Although Rifondazione has made a call 
for a European working class party, as Marco 
Berlinguer of tire PRC admitted to CPGB com¬ 
rades, this process is seen as completely sepa¬ 
rate from the present ESF project. And for the 
SWP the social forum movement provides an 
opportunity to recruit to “the revolutionaries” 
- ie, to themselves and their International So¬ 
cialist Tendency • 


Chaos 

theory 

T he first meeting of the English mobilisation committee af¬ 
ter Florence met on December 4, a few days before the 
Saint-Denis conference. More than 40 attended and there 
was a lively discussion. 

Most speakers agreed that the first ESF was very inspiring 
and has hopefully marked the start of closer cooperation across 
Europe. According to comrade Jonathan Neale from the SWP, 
the ESF was “the largest political gathering in world history”. I 
presume demonstrations do not count as “political gatherings” 
for the comrade. 

However, various criticisms were voiced. Nick Dearden from 
the World Development Movement noted that “an organising 
clique” had developed, which he claimed was those who could 
afford to travel to the various organising meetings across Eu¬ 
rope. 

Anne Me Shane from the CPGB pointed to the fact that all 
meetings inside the Fortezza de Basso had too many platform 
speakers and not enough contributions from the floor, while 
comrade Neale complained that many workshops did not actu¬ 
ally take place, because the venues were so far from the centre 
of Florence. Kath Owen, Socialist Alliance member in Leeds, 
argued against the ban of parties: “Most of them were wearing 
different hats instead - this is very dishonest.” She also criti¬ 
cised the fact that there was no official Socialist Alliance pres¬ 
ence in Florence. 

While there was much common ground over many of the 
criticisms, there was some dispute as to how problems could be 
solved. Debate quickly centred on the proposals for an elected 
ESF leadership, as presented by the French mobilisation com¬ 
mittee. Comrades from the CPGB argued that they were a wel¬ 
come step forward. A lead from the top is needed, I said, in order 
to bring together the various cross-European networks that have 
sprung up. If this leadership were democratic and accountable, 
it would make the process of the ESF more transparent and pre¬ 
vent another unelected ‘inner circle’ taking control. 

A majority of those present, albeit a narrow one, argued 
against the French proposals. Disingenuously, they were criti¬ 
cised by the SWP as “rigid, inflexible und undemocratic”, as 
opposed to the “creative fluidity” of the previous arrangement. 
Comrade Alex Callinicos argued that the proposals were an at¬ 
tempt by Attac France to "control the ESF top down” and that 
they were aimed at “keeping the left out”. 

Jeremy Dewar from Workers Power and Peter Cooper from 
the International Socialist Group supported the SWP. “With¬ 
out the democracy in place on an international level, we cannot 
organise the ESF top down”, argued, for example, comrade 
Dewar, conveniently forgetting everything he has ever learned 
about the Leninist method of organisation. Like the SWP, 
Workers Power is disabled by bureaucratic centralism - the flip 
side of which is, of course, anarchism. 

There are two reasons for this aversion to elected structures: 
the SWP comrades have wormed their way into the ‘inner cir¬ 
cle’; as for the others, they have simply become infected by 
anarchism. Either way the approach owes everything to the likes 
of Bakunin and Proudhon, and nothing to Marx and Lenin. 

Fortunately, we were not alone in our criticisms of this ap¬ 
proach. Dave Timms from War on Want rounded on the “tyr¬ 
anny of structurelessness”. If Attac France was really attempting 
to make the ESF undemocratic, he argued, then we should at¬ 
tempt to put forward a “third way”. Comrade Owen from Leeds 
also argued for more transparency and accountability. 

After the meeting, comrades from the CPGB decided to put 
forward a set of amendments to the French proposals, which, 
we hoped, would help to make any leadership accountable and 
truly democratic. We thought that we could even win over the 
comrades from the SWP, seeing as they were nodding heavily 
when we put forward some ideas as to how to make the process 
more transparent. 

However, after we posted the amendments on the email list 
for the English ESF mobilising committee, comrade Callinicos 
replied with this truly dishonest email: “I’m sure that everyone 
else who was at the English mobilisation meeting on Wednes¬ 
day will recognise that this unilateral proposal goes completely 
against the spirit of the discussion. It is strange that those who 
talked so much about ‘accountability’ on Wednesday have 
behaved in such an unaccountable fashion.” 

Comrade Callinicos certainly showed his true bureaucratic 
colours. While he argued in the meeting for the “creative chaos 
that has helped all sorts of ideas to express themselves”, he 
cannot tolerate an organisation to the left simply putting for¬ 
ward its views. Such a democratic right is to be stamped upon 
and outlawed. Presumably, ‘chaos theory’ is yet another code 
word for SWP domination. 

Embarrassingly for comrade Callinicos, Dave Timms jumped 
to our defence. He posted this on the email list: “What hap¬ 
pened to the ‘let a thousand flowers bloom/creative chaos’ 
theory the SWP were so excited about at the meeting?” • 

Tina Becker 




10 


meekly. 

December 12 2002 460 Worker 


THE LEFT 


Communist which way for Russian 
Party books workers’movement? 


A PLAN FOR I WHICH ROAD? 

MINERS I 



lalisfa fiance 


Problems 



l>A communist 
ir contntxjbon 

Jae* Corral 

E» 


Jlick Conrad 


■ Which road? 

The programmes of ‘official communism’ were designed to 
serve those in the workers’ movement who had no interest in 
revolution, those who preferred compromise with capitalism 
rather than its destruction. 

Jack Conrad also deals with the reformist programme of Peter 
Taaffe’s group and lays the groundwork necessary for drafting 
a revolutionary programme. 

£6.95/€ll 

■ From October to August 

Articles by Jack Conrad, charting the rise and demise of the 
USSR from Stalin’s monocratic dictatorship to the twists and 
turns of Gorbachev’s perestroika and Yeltsin’s counter-coup. 
Throughout there is a stress on the necessity of democracy. 

£6.95/€ll 

■ In the enemy camp 

Examines the theory and practice of communist electoral work. 
Particular attention is paid to the Bolsheviks’ anti-boycottism 
and their strategy for revolution. Vital for Socialist Alliance ac¬ 
tivists. 

£4.95/€7.75 

■ Problems of communist organisation 

What is the correct balance between democracy and central¬ 
ism? Jack Conrad explores this thorny issue in his historically 
significant argument against a disgruntled minority who de¬ 
serted the CPGB in 1992. 

£4.95/€7.75 

■ A plan for miners 

The Communist Party’s ‘anti-submission’ to the Tory govern¬ 
ment’s 1992 coal review. The case is made for working class self¬ 
activity and socialism. Arthur Scargill famously disowned it. 

£1.00/€1.50 

■ Towards a Socialist Alliance party 

Jack Conrad’s book argues for the Socialist Alliance to move to 
a higher organisational and political stage. Drawing on an ex¬ 
tensive study of history, this work presents the ways and means 
of arriving at that end. 

£7.00/€U 


Buy all 6 books for £23/€36 and save £8.80/€l4 
Delivery free within the United Kingdom 
Please send me a copy of: 


Which road? □ 

From October to August □ 

In the enemy camp □ 

Problems of communist organisation □ 
A plan for miners □ 

Towards a Socialist Alliance party □ 


I enclose a cheque, payable to CPGB, for 
£/€_ 
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Address_ 


Email_ 
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Ilya B is an executive member of Socialist Resistance, the Russian section of 
the Committee for a Workers’ International led by Peter Taaffe’s Socialist 
Party. In Paris for last weekend’s ESF conference, he spoke to Peter Manson 


an you tell me how the state 
reacted following the return to 
Russia of comrades who 
attended the ESF in Florence? 

Vladimir Vorobiev, an activist belonging to 
Zashchita, the Defence of Labour trade un¬ 
ion, was part of the Russian contingent. A 
week after we came back from Florence, long 
articles appeared in two national papers. They 
claimed Vladimir Vorobiev is an extremist and 
that Defence of Labour is an extremist trade 
union. They said he wants to organise revolt, 
smash up his city in Siberia and was plotting 
with anti-globalists to assassinate the gover¬ 
nor. 

The main object of attack was Vorobiev, but 
the articles also attacked Oleg Shein, who is a 
member of parliament and leader of Defence 
of Labour. They claimed he was abusing his 
position as an MP to promote extremism. 

A few days later Vorobiev was ‘invited for 
discussions’ with the Russian secret service. 
They said they suspected he was involved 
in dangerous activity and demanded to know 
who his associates were. They asked him 
about Florence and about the organisers of 
the Russian contingent. We suspect that this 
was part of the preparations for a trial against 
Vladimir and other trade unionists from his 
city. 

It is likely that the articles and the action 
against him were inspired by Aman Tuleev, 
the governor of this area. Tuleev was a promi¬ 
nent member of the Communist Party of the 
Russian Federation and was elected as a ‘red 
governor’. 

Zashchita and some left organisations have 
rallied to Vorobiev’s defence. 

How would you describe the situation 
facing the working class movement in 
Russia? 

Over a year ago parliament voted into exist¬ 
ence a new labour court, which is very strongly 
anti-worker and anti-trade union. This labour 
court registers trade unions and as a result tire 
rights of the representatives of real trade un¬ 
ions are gutted. There has been a very impor¬ 
tant trade union campaign in opposition to this 
neoliberal government offensive against the 
interests of the working class. 

There is also the question of the reform of 
housing provision. In the Soviet Union more 
than half of the rent for a flat was subsidised 
by the state. The main idea of the reform is 
100% payment by the tenant. This is the first 
step towards privatisation, along with similar 
moves in other spheres of public provision. 

Then there is the question of the registra¬ 
tion of political parties, which makes the crea¬ 
tion of legal parties able to stand in elections 
much more difficult. For example, the stand¬ 
ing of independents in a particular area is im¬ 
possible, because candidates must be 
representatives of all-Russia political parties 
that have 10,000 members and at least 200 in 
more than half of the county’s regions. 

This is very democratic, however, compared 
to Kazakhstan, where 50,000 members are re¬ 
quired. The population of Russia is 150 mil¬ 
lion, but Kazakhstan has only 14 million 
people. 

So what is the situation for the left? 

I am in Socialist Resistance, a Marxist organi¬ 
sation which is part of the CWI. We have a 
few hundred members organised in six cities 
in Russia, and we have groups in the Ukraine, 
Kazakhstan and Moldova. 

To the left of the Communist Party there are 
a number of crisis-ridden Stalinist organisa¬ 
tions, such as the Communist Workers Party. 
Their membership is quite old and incapable 
of responding to people’s real problems. Their 
only term of reference is the Soviet Union and 


the great country that it was. None of the Sta¬ 
linist groups have any answers to the wave 
of neoliberal reforms and certainly cannot 
present a complete socialist programme in 
defence of the living standards and democratic 
rights of the working class or on the war in 
Chechnya. All they can do is repeat that all 
their problems arise from the collapse of the 
Soviet Union. That is one side of the story, 
but some of these problems were created in 
Soviet times. You cannot explain everything 
on that basis. 

Then there is the new Russian Labour Party, 
created on the basis of an agreement by dif¬ 
ferent trade unions on the question of the la¬ 
bour court at the beginning of this year. The 
main force behind it was Oleg Shein and 
Zashchita. We believe this is a very important 
process to take part in. But its main problem is 
that it is based absolutely on the trade unions 
and concerns itself only with labour rights. It 
does not look to other questions, such as the 
democratic crisis, war and the political system 
itself. 

Ours is the biggest Trotskyist group, but 
there are several others, some of whom are 
quite sectarian and so did not take part in the 
Labour Party- Some think that the Communist 
Party was a traditional workers’ party and try 
to work with that milieu, without much suc¬ 
cess. 

Apart from our organisation, there is - or was 
- Ted Grant’s group, which mainly worked in 
the Communist Party and Young Communist 
League. The SWP had a very small group in 
the early 90s, but no longer. There is also a 
small, but active group linked to the LAT in 
Brazil. 

Although we work with the Labour Party, 
we don’t see this as our main direction. I think 
the future of the workers’ movement in Rus¬ 
sia lies not only with new groupings like the 
left wing of the trade union movement, but 
with youth groups and from the different pro¬ 
test movements, such as that against the 
criminal reform. In April there was a big rally 
against the criminal reform in Voronezh. There 
were 50,000 people and this was the biggest 
demonstration in the whole history of this 
city. 

We consider our work in the anti-globalist 


At last weekend’s Paris conference of the 
European Social Fomm, our comrades at 
times seemed to be fighting a lone battle 
for working class democratic representa¬ 
tion within the ESF. They were amongst a 
tiny minority who insisted the European 
movement needed an elected and account¬ 
able leadership. 

But their stand did not go unnoticed. At 
least one French comrade appreciated 
their efforts: “Pour Vintemationalisme ,” 
he said as he walked past the CPGB stall, 
taking a copy of the Weekly Worker and 
carefully placing a €10 note on the table in 
exchange. Not a bad deal. 

Nearer home, things are looking up in 
the battle not only to achieve our £450 tar¬ 
get for December, but to make the extra £91 
we need on top to end 2002 in the black. 
Special thanks go to comrade TH, who 


and anti-capitalist movement very important. 
In our work in the anti-globalist movement we 
try to unite all these elements who are protest¬ 
ing against the various aspects of capitalism 
- the labour court, criminal reform, democratic 
rights, the environment are all interconnected. 

We were one of the instigators of Attac in 
Russia about a year ago - Attac France paid 
for my trip this weekend - and we are now 
seeing some success in this work. 

I understand that Attac in Russia is really 
just the revolutionary left. 

Yes, we set it up. But the use of the name has 
good points, because it is the only well known 
anti-globalist organisation in Russia. That’s 
why it’s good to unite with other groups in 
this process. 

I believe you are the only CWI member 
here in Paris for the ESF conference. 

Yes. But I think this is a question for each 
national organisation. If they see it’s impor¬ 
tant for them, then they take part in the proc¬ 
ess. 

But surely there ought to be a common 
position on the building of a European 
movement? You yourself have put 
forward constructive proposals and 
seem very keen on the ESF process. 

It’s the position of the CWI to actively take 
part in the anti-globalist movement in order 
to put forward socialist ideas, but the ques¬ 
tion of participating in the organisation of the 
European Social Forum depends on the na¬ 
tional situation of each section. 

What do you think of the discussions of 
the weekend? 

Well, there was the old discussion about the 
role of political parties and whether they 
should be allowed to take part. A lot of peo¬ 
ple actively presented such a position and 
there was a clear weakening of the more right- 
wing, reformist people on this question. They 
were no longer openly against it - they said 
we need to discuss it. 

After Florence it is clear that political par¬ 
ties are a very important part of the movement, 
which is growing on the basis of the main 
political issues facing the world. So the move¬ 
ment needs to discuss political perspectives 
and I am glad progress was made here on the 
question of parties • 


wrote us a cheque for £50. Thanks also to 
PR, KP and DC (£20 each), FG (£10) and 
JD (£5). Sadly the regular 7,500-plus web 
surfers who take the e-paper for free each 
week have yet to dip into their pockets. 

Using my calculator, I find that our in¬ 
ternationalist French sympathiser’s dona¬ 
tion gives us around £6, and that the total 
so far is £166. 

Next week’s 16-pager will be the final 
Weekly Worker of 2002.1 would love to be 
able to inform you then that all those Christ¬ 
mas presents I am expecting have arrived, 
with two weeks to spare. Comrades, please 
post early to beat the msh. We need your 
help • 

Robbie Rix 

Ask for a bankers order form, or 
send cheques, payable to Weekly 
Worker 
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Keith Tyson: winner 

Inaccurate conception 


T he Turner Prize has created much con¬ 
troversy in the 19 years of its existence: 
it has been constantly disparaged by 
the tabloid media and prominent fig¬ 
ures in both the world of art and politics. But 
has it become ‘safe’ in the year that even the 
Daily Mail has praised the four contestants’ 
work? 

Not if you happen to be the government 
minister for culture, Kim Howells, who de¬ 
scribes the works of art as “contemporary 
bullshit”. Unfortunately this is also a preva¬ 
lent view among the working class in regard 
not only to the Turner Prize, but also to art as 
a whole. This dismissive attitude - towards 
conceptual ait in particular - is to be expected 
under capitalism. After all it is a system in 
which tire development of working class men 
and women as fully rounded individuals is 
constantly retarded and where ait, like every¬ 
thing else, is commodified and distorted in 
mass newspapers and TV programmes. 

As the tabloid red-tops and various critics 
vent their spleen at contemporary British art¬ 
ists in general and the Turner Prize in particu¬ 
lar, this year’s winner, Keith Tyson, is 
incorrectly and tellingly described by Luke 
Leitch of the Evening Standard as the “only 
artist to use paint". If the Standard’s ‘arts re¬ 
porter’ had bothered to look at Fiona Banner’s 
work other than dismissively, as pornographic 
wordscapes, he might have detected the use 
of paint, albeit not in the conventional man¬ 
ner. But Leitch’s lazy ‘analysis’ reveals much 
of the prejudice facing many artists currently 
working in Britain. 

When artists develop new ways of pre¬ 
senting their ideas, they expect to attract 
hostile criticism and misunderstanding, but 
that does not make their work disingenuous, 
unintelligent or lacking in sincerity. To adhere 
to established, conventional forms of repre- 


Europe: meeting the 
challenge of 
continental unity 

In his new book of essays Jack Conrad 
argues against those who view the 
European Union and the single 
currency with trepidation. The unity of 
capitalist Europe is our opportunity to 
unite the working class 
into a single combat party 
-a Communist Party of 
the EU. An important step 
in that direction would be 
a European Socialist 
Alliance. ppl29, £5 or €8 
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sentation is merely to wallow in the nostal¬ 
gic concept of what is accepted as ‘art’. 

Brian Sewell can do no better than: “This is 
the stuff of infant schools”. Sewell’s en¬ 
trenched anal-retentive opinions are typical 
of the bourgeois establishment's notion of the 
function of ail and artists in society. Not for 
them the Marxist view that art, in all its foims, 
should reflect the conditions and reality of 
society. They prefer their art to pay homage 
to a myriad of mystical, fanciful and romantic 
illusions, where the role of the masses has lit¬ 
tle or no validity. 

These dinosaurs of the art world take no 
account of the scientific and technological ad¬ 
vances made during and after the industrial 
revolution. They remain forever transfixed in 
an age where art was and still is a commodity 
imbued with absurdly disproportionate value. 
They rail against artists who invite a consid¬ 
ered appraisal of the real world around them 
and therefore challenge the consensual ac¬ 
ceptance of the minor role played by ordinary 
people. 

They refuse to acknowledge that in the plas¬ 
tic arts, painting and sculpture are no longer 
paramount in the artist’s repertoire. In the age 
of reproduction there are many more mediums 
available to artists. The advent of photogra¬ 
phy and of course cinema have made art much 
more widely and cheaply available for the 
majority of people. 

Catherine Yass was one of the artists who 
did not use paint, but a series of photographs 
and two films - apparently unacceptable to the 
Standard. Yass created a beautiful aesthetic 
by lowering a camera slowly on a crane in 
Canary Wharf in the mist: shapes appeal' and 
gradually become more and more defined. 
This, without the oil paints that Turner him¬ 
self would have used, essentially attempts to 
achieve what artists like Turner in his time did: 
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it creates a sense of atmosphere and gives the 
viewer a sensation through visual aesthetics. 

Liam Gillick’s work, the least favoured at the 
bookmakers and most favoured by the crit¬ 
ics, on the other hand was less about a pleas¬ 
urable aesthetic. His panels and architectural 
drawings are like that of the interior of a cor¬ 
porate building - something that we are all 
familiar with. The works that he showed for 
the Turner Prize give very little information as 
to what ideas he is trying to get across, but 
when interviewed he suggests that we look 
at corporate society in perhaps a more sinis¬ 
ter light: some critics go as far as to see pre¬ 
monitions of catastrophe or even revolution! 

Fiona Banner’s work deals mainly with por¬ 
nography. She has created a massive tableau, 
in which she describes in words what she has 
seen in a pom movie. It is an interesting piece 
that is quite ironic, given the detailed and in¬ 
teresting descriptions she provides - pom is 
generally badly produced and lacking in such 
detail. One piece, entitled ‘Arsewoman in 
Wonderland’, is written in pink, so its reflec¬ 
tion of the viewer gives the appearance of 
blushing. Other pieces are also based on writ¬ 
ing. Some look at its structure without the use 
of words: the punctuation marks create what 
Banner describes as the “architecture of 
speech”. 

Keith Tyson, the whiner of this year’s prize, 
looked at science and also at moments in time. 
His work was packed with information, theo¬ 
ries, notes and doodles - to absorb all the in¬ 
formation he presents would possibly have 
taken years. He looks at the natural world and 
the human-made world. Again this is not 
something new: the link between art and sci¬ 
ence has been strong since ancient times. 
Tyson’s work was described by one critic as 
similar to “what a present-day Leonardo da 
Vinci would have come up with if he’d 
dropped a couple of acids”. 

What then can we take from the Turner Prize 
and contemporary ait in general? It is the need 
to appreciate the dialectical nature of art: learn 
from the great masters, much beloved by 
Howells etal, and move forward with the avail¬ 
able technology and media, creating art forms 
that reflect the concrete reality of today’s so¬ 
ciety. 

Although modem methods of mass repro¬ 
duction have to some extend democratised the 
arts, they can frequently appeal' to be part of 
a different world from that inhabited by the 
working class. Yet art is not something which 
can be separated from society. It must be seen 
for its use value, not as just another commod¬ 
ity. Its purpose is to educate, to communicate 
and to entertain • 

Sarah McDonald 
and Ronnie Mejka 



What we 
fight for 

■Our central aim is the organisation of all communists, revo¬ 
lutionary socialists and politically advanced workers into a 
Communist Party. Without such a party the working class is 
nothing; with it everything. 

■ The Provisional Central Committee organises members 
of the Communist Party, but there exists no real Commu¬ 
nist Party today. There are many leftwing ‘parties’, but in 
reality most are mere confessional sects. Those who disa¬ 
gree with the prescribed ‘line’ are expected to gag them¬ 
selves in public. Either that or face expulsion. 

Communists operate according to the principles of demo¬ 
cratic centralism. Through the fullest, most open debate we 
seek to achieve unity in action and a common world out¬ 
look. As long as they support democratically agreed actions, 
members have the right to form temporary or permanent 
factions. 

■ Communists are committed to building the Socialist Alli¬ 
ance in England and Wales and the Scottish Socialist Party 
into a single revolutionary party. Communists advocate the 
principle, ‘One state, one party’. We oppose every manifes¬ 
tation of sectionalism. 

Communists are internationalists. It is an internationalist 
duty to fight for revolution against the existing state. To the 
extent that the European Union becomes a state, then that 
necessitates EU-wide trade unions, a Socialist Alliance of 
the EU and a Communist Party of the EU. 

■The working class must be organised globally. Without a 
global Communist Party, a Communist International, the 
struggle against capital is weakened and lacks coordina¬ 
tion. 

Communists have no interest apart from the working class 
as a whole. They differ only in recognising the importance 
of Marxism as a guide to practice. That theory is no dogma, 
but must be constantly added to and enriched. 

■ Capitalism in its ceaseless search for profit puts the fu¬ 
ture of humanity at risk. Capitalism is synonymous with pol¬ 
lution, exploitation, crisis and war. As a global system 
capitalism can only be superseded globally. All forms of 
nationalist ‘socialism’ are reactionary and anti-working 
class. 

Socialism can never come through parliament. The capi¬ 
talist class will never willingly allow their wealth and power 
to be taken away through a parliamentary vote. They will 
resist, using every means at their disposal. Communists fa¬ 
vour using parliament and winning the biggest possible 
working class representation. But workers must be read¬ 
ied to make revolution - peacefully if we can, forcibly if we 
must 

■ We will use the most militant methods objective circum¬ 
stances allow to achieve a federal republic of England, Scot¬ 
land and Wales, a federal Ireland and a United States of 
Europe. 

■ Communists fight for extreme democracy in all spheres 
of society. Democracy must be given a social content. 

■ Communists favour industrial unions. Bureaucracy and 
class compromise must be fought and the trade unions trans¬ 
formed into schools for communism. 

■ Communists are champions of the oppressed. Women’s 
oppression, combating racism and chauvinism, and the strug¬ 
gle for peace and ecological sustainability are just as much 
working class questions as pay, trade union rights and de¬ 
mands for high-quality health, housing and education. 

Socialism represents victory in the battle for democracy. 
It is the rule of the working class. Socialism is either demo¬ 
cratic or, as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, it turns into its oppo¬ 
site. 

Socialism is the first stage of the worldwide transition to 
communism - a system which knows neither exploitation of 
person by person, nor wars, classes, countries or nations. 
Communism is general freedom and the real beginning of 
human history. 

h All who accept these principles are urged to join the Com¬ 
munist Party. 
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Unity and 
democracy is 
way forward 




T he Socialist Alliance in Australia, 
while formed later than its coun¬ 
terparts in Britain, has been 
quicker to move in a partyist di¬ 
rection - apart, that is, from the obvious 
case of Scotland, where the Scottish 
Socialist Party has also developed in a 
nationalist direction. Whereas the ‘party 
question’ in the SA in England and 
Wales is treated with disdain by many - 
not least the largest component, the So¬ 
cialist Workers Party, in Australia it is 
the debate. 

On September 2, the Democratic So¬ 
cialist Party national executive pro¬ 
posed to its membership that the 
organisation should cease its public 
existence and invest all resources into 
the SA, where it would form an internal 
tendency. This has triggered a wide- 
ranging discussion throughout the 
Socialist Alliance that puts the level of 
political debate in the SA (England) to 
shame (contributions to this debate can 
be read at www.socialist-alliance.org/ 
debate, shtml). 

Credit for this step forward largely 
goes to the DSP - the biggest of the 
groupings in the alliance. A former frag¬ 
ment of the Mandelite ‘Fourth Interna¬ 
tional’, the DSP has had the courage to 
attempt ‘do a Scotland’, whereas the 
SWP in Britain remains coy about, if not 
downright hostile to, the idea of acting 
as a catalyst for the SA to become a po¬ 
litical party. 

The International Socialist Organisa¬ 
tion - the SWP’s clone in Australia - 
seems to have been thrown off guard 
by the DSP’s bold proposal - which ef¬ 
fectively aimed to put the SA at the cen¬ 
tre of a party project for the entire left. 
Regarded as slightly odd even by lead¬ 
ing members of the SWP in London, the 
ISO tends to reflect in an extreme form 
the anarcho-bureaucratism of its British 
parent - albeit as parody. In fact, the ISO 
seemed split over the very question of 
involvement in the SA to begin with, 
with one wing effectively instituting a 
boycott. 

Some inside observers have argued 
that the DSP is making a play for he¬ 
gemony over the rest of the left - par¬ 
ticularly the ISO which is somewhat 
directionless. But what is wrong with 
the advanced element seeking to lead 
the backward? In fact that is just what 
is needed and it is in the interests of the 
entire left to unite as long as that unity 
is coupled with thorough-going democ¬ 
racy and open debate in front of the 
class. 

The ISO eventually replied to the DSP 
initiative by claiming that the time is not 
right for taking unity to a higher plane. 
Worse, the ISO goes on to say that if 
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the DSP went ahead with its plans to 
transform itself into an internal SA ten¬ 
dency, it would leave the alliance. The 
DSP proposals must be rejected be¬ 
cause they amount to a platform of revo¬ 
lutionary intent. This aim, says the ISO, 
“is one that the ISO shares - but it one 
that we think is totally inappropriate for 
the Socialist Alliance to adopt. Your in¬ 
tention is that such a platform should 
be adopted in May” (ISO, ‘We will ter¬ 
minate our affiliation to the alliance’, 
November 3). 

The ISO’s formula has a familiar ring 
to it for readers in Britain - it is claimed 
that the Socialist Alliance is a united 
front which is supposed to put under 
one roof hordes of defectors from La¬ 
bourism and a putative revolutionary 
minority. That the SAs actually unite 
revolutionaries is seen as an unfortu¬ 
nate accident, a blip, which will soon be 
corrected, once reality catches up with 
the leadership’s latest perspectives 
documents. 

Anyway the ISO continues: “We 
think that you are confusing two quite 
different processes - revolutionary re¬ 
groupment and the building of a large, 
multi-tendency socialist party.” For 


some reason, regroupment of the revo¬ 
lutionary left and the formation of a 
multi-tendency party are mutually exclu¬ 
sive and separate processes. But of 
course at the heart of this perspective 
is the desire to maintain sect purity and 


the unfounded belief that in all workers’ 
DNA is the need to find a home in yet 
another reformist party. 

After this ultimatum from the ISO - stay 
apart or we quit - the DSP has responded 
in a mature and measured fashion: 


“That, given the stance of the ISO na¬ 
tional executive, the DSP political com¬ 
mittee will withdraw its recommendation 
to the DSP’s 20th Congress that the DSP 
cease to operate as a public organisa¬ 
tion before the May 2003 Socialist Alli¬ 
ance national conference. 

“That the DSP political committee will 
propose to the congress that it author¬ 
ise the incoming DSP national commit¬ 
tee to decide on the timing of the 
implementation of the proposal that the 
DSP cease to function as a public organi¬ 
sation. 

“The DSP political committee has 
adopted this stance in order to allow 
more discussion in the alliance without 
the threat of ultimatums and a break¬ 
down in relations. For us the Socialist 
Alliance represents too valuable a po¬ 
litical gain with too large a potential to 
risk such a breakdown” (DSP, ‘Social¬ 
ist Alliance too valuable to risk such a 
breakdown’, November 11). 

It is more than a shame that the ISO - 
along with its parent organisation in Brit¬ 
ain - is constituting itself as the main ob¬ 
stacle to the partyist logic of the 
Socialist Alliance project. In Britain, as 
the largest faction, it is doing this by 
cynically moulding the SA into yet an¬ 
other of its united front transmission 
belts for recruitment into “the party”. It 
is the same in Australia, except that the 
ISO is behaving like the Socialist Party 
in England and Wales: in other words 
as the petulant junior partner. 

Either way, the International Social¬ 
ist Tendency is working according to the 
discredited spirit of sectarianism, not 
looking to forge unity at the highest 
level objective circumstances allow • 
Martin Blum 
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